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“We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other 

things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard.” 

– President John F. Kennedy 

Rice University, September 12, 1962 

 

Introduction 

It began with a challenge when the Soviet Union foisted a 184-pound 

basketball-sized alloy sphere called Sputnik into an elliptical near-earth 

orbit on October 4, 1957. It ended when an astronaut by the name of 

Eugene Cernan took the last step by man on the surface of the moon. 

Cernan climbed the ladder and closed the hatch to the lunar module 

of Apollo 17. On December 14, 1972, the spacecraft launched for 

rendezvous with the command module silently approaching overhead. 

Not a single human being has been back since. 

What so many thought was a prelude to interplanetary space 

exploration now reads like an epilogue. For several decades since, the 

world’s gaze has been earthbound, fixed on the chaotic world earthlings 

inhabit and its many chronic problems. Generations have passed since 

American astronauts left the moon, so much time that some wonder why 

the country bothered to go there in the first place.  

When President John Kennedy astonished the crowd and his own 

administration with his proclamation at Rice Stadium in 1962 to land a 

man on the moon, the public was immediately enthralled by the vision. 

What is not remembered as well is the veiled geopolitical explanation 

that immediately followed:  

 

. . . because that goal will serve to organize and measure the 

best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one 

that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to 

postpone, and one which we intend to win. 

 

He did not mention the Soviet Union by name, nor did he mention 

the Cold War. He did, however, present the mission to the moon as a 

challenge to “win” with a deadline—which made it a race. This was the 
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second leg of the space race, and the prize was the alignment of the 

hearts and minds of people and governments around the world with the 

United States—hearts and minds that would be won by an astonishing 

display of courage and technological prowess. Were it not for this rivalry 

between competing political and economic systems, we would surely 

have stayed home. 

But this was the Cold War and the high stakes space race was its 

high-minded and optimistic manifestation. A brutal proxy war in 

Southeast Asia was another. As the Vietnam War dragged on with no 

end in sight, the race to the moon became America’s shining hope in the 

larger geopolitical contest. In the end, America won the race to the moon 

and abandoned the war in Southeast Asia. The Soviet Union did exactly 

the opposite. After falling hopelessly behind in the race to the moon, the 

Soviets simply gave up on manned lunar missions, making the United 

States the first and last to voyage there. 

But in the face of the U.S. “victory” of putting a man on the moon, 

the American public lost interest in heroic space exploration. As ena-

mored as President Nixon had become with the moon missions, his 

administration was simply running out of money. The era of epic manned 

space exploration was over. 

As a result, the Apollo missions now occupy a peculiar chapter in the 

human story. They remain an undiminished achievement towering 

above all others. To the United States in particular they are the subject 

of intense national pride and nostalgia. Yet plans for future missions 

were curiously abandoned and never revived.  

This dichotomy is especially apparent in the post-mission lives of the 

Apollo astronauts themselves. Even today they are enthusiastically 

received when introduced at public events. People clamor to have pic-

tures taken with them; their autographs are prized and costly. Meeting 

one of the men who walked on the moon is nothing less than a mystical 

experience for many because there have been only twelve. As of this 

writing, only nine are alive. Yet they move anonymously through our 

world, recognized by only a few when entering a restaurant or boarding 

an airplane.  

This is not how it was for these men some forty years ago. Back then 

they were the center of the universe. Each had volunteered for a tele-

vised mission that was staggeringly dangerous, and in doing so were 

seen as the most romantic of warriors in the Cold War effort. By the time 

the Apollo missions reached fruition, the astronauts were seen to be doing 

something very different. They were altering and elevating human 

consciousness, and doing it in a way that commanded the attention of the 
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entire world. As they rocketed away, television cameras allowed their 

fellow earthlings an extended look at themselves and their home planet, a 

view that no other generation of humans had ever beheld.  

As the first Apollo spacecraft entered lunar orbit on Christmas Eve, 

the world witnessed an “Earthrise” over a pale lunar horizon, a sight that 

electrified all of humanity. Within our field of view, against the infinite 

velvety darkness of space, was the composite setting of all human events 

both past and present. Looking at the world in its totality, we could see 

the place where the wheel was invented, the place where Christ lived 

and died, the place where Shakespeare dreamt of Hamlet, the place 

where the atom was first split, the place where every human being who 

had ever lived was born. It was a new and mind-bending sight, and it 

came at the dusk of a traumatic and mind-bending decade. 

That moment in time took the world aback. Apollo was no longer the 

greatest vicarious adventure in history. Suddenly it had become a 

spiritual odyssey with a vast population on the planet participating in 

the experience by live television. Seven months later, on July 20, 1969, a 

monochrome camera captured the ghostly image of a man walking on 

the moon and the American flag being planted on the lunar surface. 

That a particular nation had won the space race was at that moment 

strangely irrelevant; what mattered to people around the world was that 

a human being was standing on the moon. In that timeless moment 

something larger than geopolitics was at work. What began as a race 

was ending as a worldwide communion. 

We now know that this singular, magical spell would prove 

surprisingly ephemeral. Within a few months after the first mission to 

the lunar surface, a consensus began to build in the country that 

would change everything. The race to land a man on the moon, so the 

American public’s thinking went, had been an exceedingly worth-

while adventure. But the race had been won. It was now time to do in 

space what we were not prepared to do in Vietnam—declare victory 

and go home. 

However, there was another story to the Apollo missions, one that 

went largely unreported at the time. It had little to do with geopolitics, 

technological prowess, or national bragging rights. The story repre-

sented what the missions came to mean to many of the men who went 

into space and to the moon.  

These explorers were not only men of science, many were also men 

of faith. Some would take a moment to pray within the strict confines of 

their spacecraft, while others brought articles of their belief aboard.  

The story is as unique as it is unknown. Overlooked by many    
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historians is the spiritual dimension of the men America sent into space. 

They were a spiritually diverse cadre and their journeys had a profound 

effect on how they understood themselves, the world, and their place in 

the cosmos.  

Expressing their faith in space, however, put many of the astro-

nauts and the government agency they worked for in something of a 

dilemma. The result was an extraordinary drama that unfolded behind 

the scenes as America rushed headlong to the moon.  

From the vast ranks of NASA personnel emerged a chaplain and 

scientist named John Maxwell Stout with a vision of an organization 

dedicated to prayerful support of the astronauts and the success of each 

mission. The organization he founded came to be known as the Apollo 

Prayer League, and in time he and its membership resolved to ensure 

that a Bible made landfall on the moon. 

This idea did not come out of thin air. The event that caused many 

within NASA, and the American public in general, to question the true 

essence of the lunar missions was the fire that took the lives of Gus 

Grissom, Ed White II, and Roger Chaffee on January 27, 1967, while 

docked on a launch pad at Cape Kennedy. The Apollo 1 tragedy was a 

defining moment, not only for the overall Apollo project management, 

but for the astronauts who would travel to the moon in their wake, and 

for the American public who underwrote the project.  

The deaths of these three astronauts marked the moment that the 

American people would question the entire purpose of the space 

program. Up until that point, the price had been paid only in terms of 

monetary treasure. But at 6:31 p.m. on January 27 on launch pad 34, it 

was paid in the sacrifice of precious blood.  

Before his tragic death, Ed White had said he planned to take a 

Bible to the moon. The fire that took the young astronaut’s life had a 

profound effect on Reverend Stout. From that moment, one thing 

became clear to the reverend: we were not leaving earth merely to 

return with a cargo of knowledge. As mankind reached into the heavens 

they would be sure to take something with them—something that spoke 

of the eternal bond between mankind and its Creator. Although Stout 

had planned to resign his position in the Apollo program at that time, he 

resolved to stay on and see Ed White’s dream realized.  

The efforts of the Apollo Prayer League culminated in dramatic 

fashion four years later when, on February 5, 1971, the spindly legs of 

Apollo 14 lunar module Antares touched down on the powdery surface 

of the moon carrying the first lunar Bible. By the time the Apollo 

program ended in 1972, the Apollo Prayer League had grown to over 
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50,000 members in many foreign countries and remote outposts around 

the world. 

From the retrospective of several decades, it is clear that the deaths 

of Grissom, White, and Chaffee changed everything, not only NASA 

protocols and procedures, but the Apollo spacecraft itself. More impor-

tantly, the tragedy caused everyone—from congressmen, to NASA flight 

technicians and contractors, to everyday American citizens—to ponder 

why we were reaching to the heavens in the first place. Were we going 

to the moon just to learn what it was made of? Were we going there to 

plant the stars and stripes on its surface before the Soviets planted the 

hammer and sickle? Or were we traveling there for altogether different 

reasons—reasons that, as one astronaut pointed out, nourished the 

human spirit.  

Today Apollo remains as the pinnacle of American space exploration 

and a testament to the human spirit at a time when the nation was 

badly in need of hope. America needed heroes and Apollo provided them. 

The unbridled success of Apollo brought the Russians to their knees and 

Americans to their feet.  

But the spiritual legacy of faith began well before the Apollo pro-

gram. It began even before President Kennedy’s bold proclamation in 

1962. The call for the nation’s first space heroes came from an un-

assuming infant space organization that possessed no organized plan, 

no cohesive infrastructure, and no viable technological platform from 

which to launch such an audacious endeavor.  

It began in 1959 with seven good men. 
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“In the glory years of space, what the country kept forgetting 

was that we were people. Each of us was, in fact, four people: 

adventurer, social lion, would-be business tycoon, and political 

object. The one thing we were not was heroes.” 

— Walter Cunningham, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 7 

The All American Boys  

1 

The “Original 7” 

There was no doubt that Alan Shepard was unhappy.  

“I didn’t sign up to be a [expletive] specimen or test subject!”  

Shepard’s voice reverberated throughout the halls of the astronaut 

offices in Hangar S at Cape Canaveral, Florida. Shepard didn’t mind the 

cramped working conditions in the astronaut living quarters. He didn’t 

mind the long hours or the cafeteria food. What he did mind were the 

chimpanzees.  

NASA solicited military test pilots to become America’s first astro-

nauts because test pilots were trained to think quickly in dangerous 

situations. What they acquired in the first round of the astronaut selections 

were seven such pilots, along with six feisty chimps. On April 7, 1959, 

out of nearly 5,000 applicants, the space agency announced the names of 

the “Original 7”—America’s first Mercury astronauts. Alan Shepard was 

one. Others were Scott Carpenter, Gordon Cooper, John Glenn, Walter 

Schirra and Deke Slayton. The seventh man was Gus Grissom.  

As a member of the first group of astronauts, Shepard became an over-

night icon, and having monkeys throw food at him as he passed by their 

cages was not his idea of proper respect for a new American space hero. 

The monkeys didn’t like the quarters any better than Shepard did, and the 

encounters escalated into something akin to a turf war. A chimpanzee 

named Ham was especially adept at hitting his mark with a discarded 

apple core—or fecal matter if his cage hadn’t been cleaned recently. 

For two years NASA had been training chimps and monkeys as part 
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of their test pilot program. The plan was to launch “monkeynauts” in the 

early Redstone rockets before strapping a human in the seat. The 

chimps were temporarily housed adjacent to the astronaut quarters in a 

two-story cinderblock building known as Hangar S, subjecting the 

astronauts to raucous howling and screeching each time they walked 

down the hall. The astronaut crew quarters were smelly, military, 

uncomfortable, and too close to the chimpanzee colony to suit Shepard. 

The chimps’ reprehensible behavior finally took its toll on his nerves, 

and he demanded that the astronauts be moved to another location. 

NASA reluctantly obliged.  

The seven astronauts were given permission to stay in nearby Cocoa 

Beach at the Starlight Inn. The motel was run by a man named Henri 

Landwirth, a Holocaust survivor who came to America looking for a 

fresh start. The Starlight Inn proved to be a story all its own. The foul 

odors and screaming chimps were replaced with happy times and a 

string of attractive women. Months later when new management 

assumed control of the Starlight, Landwirth moved down the beach to 

manage a new Holiday Inn and contacted NASA to ask if the astronauts 

could switch to his new motel. A NASA representative called the next 

day to say they would accept the offer, but only if the astronauts could 

be guaranteed a room whenever they were in town. Landwirth agreed 

and even gave them a ridiculously reduced rate of $8 a night. Coinci-

dentally, on the same day the new Holiday Inn opened, the Starlight 

burst into flames and burned to the ground.  

 

The astronauts had expected to train hard for space, but the storm of 

media as red-white-and-blue heroes, fighting for American supremacy in 

the new frontier of space. The press descended upon the astronauts and 

to set up an arrangement so that the astronauts wouldn’t be “pecked to 

death by ducks” by offering exclusive coverage to the highest media bidder.  

Life magazine, a widely-read direct connection to the heartland of 

America, was the high bidder, offering to buy the astronauts’ exclusive 

stories for a half-million dollars spread over three years, at the time a 

tidy sum even when split seven ways. The agreement was inked on 

August 5, 1959, and the following September issue of Life featured an 

18-page cover story lionizing the Mercury Seven. The astronauts were 

immediately thrust into the public spotlight, their images continuously 

embellishing the covers of Life magazine. The press followed them every-

where from local restaurants to the sidewalks of their homes. Together, 
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they were about to soar irretrievably away from their military peers into 

their own exclusive seven-man fraternity—and a whole new brand of 

Cold War celebrity.  

NASA groomed the astronauts, told them to wear socks that covered 

their legs up to the knee so as not to show their hairy legs when they 

were seated. They learned to stand with their hands in their pockets, 

thumbs pointed to the rear like fighter jocks. Their attaché cases were to 

be carried low at their sides, never hugged to the chest. 

Public Affairs Officer Paul Haney oversaw public relations at the 

Manned Spacecraft Center and understood all too well that the basic 

nature of a jet jockey was not necessarily one of discretion. At the first 

scheduled press conference in Washington, D.C., Haney cautioned the 

seven about the magnitude of the press coverage and the need for 

diplomacy. But when a reporter asked John Glenn what it was that 

surprised him most about his indoctrination into the space program, he 

responded, “They checked orifices I didn’t even know I had!” Such 

candid expressions were a shade of things to come for Haney. 

But even as the seven settled into the program, history was unfold-

ing on the other side of the globe. The Soviet Union had been operating 

in stealth mode and was rapidly gaining ground in the space race.  

 

Friday, October 4, 1957, is a date not well remembered by most Ameri-

cans. Newspapers on that day announced that the Milwaukee Braves 

trounced the New York Yankees 13–5 in the second game of the World 

Series, the new 1958 Chevrolet Bel-Airs debuted at $2,195, and Sears 

advertised Jamboree underwear on sale for a penny. Leave it to Beaver 

was premiering on American televisions. But on this otherwise ordinary 

October day, an event occurred that would change the course of history: 

Russia made a flanking attack in the new and uncharted frontier of space.  

The launch of Sputnik, the world’s first artificial satellite, put into 

orbit a visible, blinking reminder of the Soviet Union’s domination of 

space. Chirping in the key of A-flat from outer space, which the press 

called “deep beep-beep,” Sputnik zoomed over America’s horizon. The 

chirp lasted three-tenths of a second, followed by a three-tenths-of-a-

second pause, repeated over and over again until it passed out of 

hearing range of the United States—a recurrent painful reminder that 

the Soviets had taken the lead. The chirp, emitted by a one-watt battery-

operated transmitter, could be easily detected from a short-wave radio. 

Not only could you hear Sputnik, you could see it with the naked eye.  
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The satellite was silver in color, about the size of a beach ball, and 

weighed a mere 184 pounds. Yet for all its simplicity, small size, and 

inability to more than orbit the earth and transmit meaningless radio 

blips, the impact of Sputnik on the United States was enormous and 

unprecedented. It was a stunning technical achievement that caught 

Americans off-guard. In a single weekend, Americans were wrenched 

out of a mood of social comfort and postwar lethargy.  

One month later, the Soviets struck again with Sputnik 2, promptly 

renamed “Muttnik” by the U.S. press in reference to its canine 

passenger, a mongrel dog named Laika. Many feared that Russia might 

already have an operational intercontinental ballistic missile. If the 

Russians could thrust a dog into orbit, they could certainly do the same 

with a nuclear warhead. Next on the Russians’ space timetable, U.S. 

officials speculated, would be a Soviet rocket landing on the moon.  

“The United States,” said U.S. Admiral Felix Stump, “simply cannot 

afford to lose any more.”  

 

The advent of Sputnik set teeth to grinding in Washington and captured 

public imagination throughout the world. Though no one knew at the 

time, it ushered in another player who would become a key figure 

behind the scenes of the United States’ race into space. That was 

Professor John Maxwell Stout, a young Texan who was in the right 

place at the right time—the Brazilian mountains of Minas Gerais in 

October 1957. 

At the time, John and his wife, Helen, held teaching positions at the 

University of Lavras in Brazil. Childhood sweethearts, they had walked 

away from undergraduate studies at Texas A&M and gotten married as 

soon as they learned John would be shipping out for service in World 

War II. John’s first taste of missionary work came while serving as an 

executive officer in an artillery battalion on the Japanese island of 

Hokkaido. It was there that he saw the unit’s chaplain fall wounded. 

Asked to fill in for the chaplain until a replacement came, he willingly 

accepted. His conservative Baptist upbringing in the rural town of 

Handley, Texas, afforded him a good footing for the call. The experience 

in Hokkaido would have a marked affect on his life.  

When a serious war injury while handling a Japanese explosive 

device sent him home with a dismal prognosis of only ten years of active 

life, Stout was offered retirement as a full colonel if he would serve only 
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three more years of his ten remaining. But Stout declined. “If I only have 

ten years to live,” he said, “I would rather spend it in service to God.”  

He and Helen returned to the U.S. to complete their degrees at 

Texas A&M, where John earned a Bachelor Degree in Petroleum 

Engineering and a Masters in Chemical Engineering. They then shipped 

out together again, this time for a missionary life of academia in the 

jungles of South America. John accepted a position at the University of 

Lavras in Brazil where he chaired the Analytical Chemistry and 

Engineering Design Department and eventually earned a Doctorate in 

Informologia (information communication) at the University of Pelotas.  

John’s military service left him with a passion for humanitarian 

work, and when a yellow fever epidemic broke out at a nearby mission, 

he and Helen stepped in to help. Their missionary outreach expanded 

and before long they were operating four primary schools, a hospital, a 

clinic, three churches, and an Indian orphanage. 

Although his war injury left him with an intermittent enduring pain 

in his leg, he was determined to defy the prognosis. Seeing the desper-

ation around him, he began forays into the great forest of Brazil to 

provide humanitarian aid to the indigenous tribes. The experience 

intensified his long-held feeling that he had been called by God to be a 

minister. So during their first furlough home to Texas, he and Helen 

completed seminary work at the Austin Presbyterian Theological 

Seminary, and in 1957 John became an ordained minister. It was an 

interesting choice. As both a professor and minister, he now had one foot 

firmly set in scientific academia and the other firmly set as a man of faith.  

During this furlough, he and Helen stopped at a restaurant in 

Austin where a chance meeting with George Reedy, public affairs 

manager for then-Senator Lyndon Johnson, led to an introduction to the 

senator and his wife at a local church service. Johnson’s duties at the 

time included chairmanship of the Senate Space Committee, and the 

dialog between the two quickly turned to a discussion of Brazil’s am-

bitious space program and its unique capability for satellite observation, 

a subject John was intensely interested in.  

“Let me put you in touch with the American Society of Professional 

Photographers,” Johnson offered. “They’re going to cover the tracking of 

satellites.”  

The purpose of the photograph society was to establish surveillance 

for potential Russian space activity, and Senator Johnson made 

arrangements for John to receive their orbital mechanics data for use in 

tracking objects in space. Armed with his study of celestial mechanics in 
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high school, John would then be able to convert the agency’s coordinates 

to his own azimuth direction in the remote mountains of central Brazil 

and determine where a satellite would be passing over his missionary 

location. John and Helen returned to Brazil where John agreed to 

include a celestial mechanics class in his teaching plan.  

And so, in October 1957, unaware of the impending Russian Sputnik 

launch, John erected a tripod in the jungle near his home and mounted 

a homemade camera on it for use by his celestial mechanics students at 

the University of Lavras in photographing Venus. In order to photo-

graph moving objects, he devised a series of rotating wooden wheels that 

would move the film past an Angus lens to automatically track a meteor 

or satellite through an arc in the sky for roughly five minutes. It was a 

technique he had learned in high school known as “smear” photography. 

Searching around for something to power the wooden wheels, he 

connected the apparatus to an old Westclox alarm clock that would 

rotate the entire mechanism at an adjustable speed.  

To complete the bizarre device, a friend of John’s from Columbia 

loaned him a 30” telescope with a finely ground parabolic lens which he 

mounted on the side of the camera. The resulting contraption cost less 

than $10 and had all the characteristics of a fifth grade science 

experiment. In truth, it was a structure of sheer genius.  

Using the azimuth conversion and coordinates provided by the U.S. 

photographic society, John and his students improvised several 

makeshift “satellite predictors” made of cardboard and celluloid. The 

predictors proved remarkably accurate in class exercises for 

determining when and where a satellite would appear. 

 

 

“They beat us!” one of his students rushed over to tell him that fall after-

noon. “The Russians beat us!”  

With word of the Russian launch of Sputnik, John hurried through 

the brush to the tripod and wound the clock connected to the camera. 

The satellite predictor told Stout that Sputnik’s orbit would carry it 

overhead from the northern horizon of Mato Grasso. It was then that 

something fortuitous happened. As if to reserve his place in history, the 

city of Lavras had a complete blackout that night.  

And so it was that on the night of October 4, 1957, John Stout stood 

alone next to his tripod in utter blackness in the dense forest of Brazil, 

waiting for the tiny blinking sphere. As Sputnik came into view, the 
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wooden wheels began rolling; and in the ensuing moments Stout 

snapped one of the first clear photographs of Sputnik ever taken.  

In fact, Stout’s calculations proved more accurate than the Russian’s 

in tracking their own satellite. “Radio Moscow would sometimes be five 

minutes off in its predictions of Sputnik times,” Stout said. “But our 

calculations seldom missed by more than 30 seconds.”  

Local news journalists were incredulous over Stout’s results. The 

Journal of Brazil, the largest newspaper in Rio de Janeiro, was 

downright skeptical and decided to check with the Rio national observ-

atory to confirm if such a thing were even possible. In the meantime, a 

reporter from a small obscure newspaper in Belo Horizonte, Minas 

Gerais, sought John out, snagged the story, and ran it on October 12 as 

front-page news.  

When the director of the Journal of Brazil was finally convinced 

Stout had actually accomplished the feat, he called Stout back and 

offered to buy him his own observatory in exchange for an exclusive on 

the story. A friendship developed between the two, and on October 18 

the story hit the headlines in Rio de Janeiro newspapers. Eventually, 

the media mogul offered John control of all the media’s space and 

religious broadcasting stations on twenty-three networks throughout 

Brazil. For a man such as John, bent toward ministry and celestial 

science, it was a godsend.  

News of John’s Sputnik photo circulated rapidly, elevating his name 

in both Brazilian and U.S. scientific circles; and in 1958, he was asked 

by the U.S. International Observatories of Satellites to oversee all of 

Brazil’s observatories as a part of a network of satellite tracking stations 

around the world.  

By now John was fluent in the native language of Portuguese and 

adept at moving on horseback among the oppressive, sometimes hostile, 

Indian tribes. In spite of advice to the contrary, he never carried a 

weapon. Although he was captured more than once, his very nature 

enabled him to be released unharmed.  

As he continued his missionary work, he became increasingly fascin-

ated with the emergence of the space race. With the push of an energetic 

young president, John F. Kennedy, the U.S. was preparing to enter into 

a new frontier, one that appealed to a man such as John, inclined to 

scientific endeavors. When John Glenn, the third American astronaut in 

space, captured the world’s attention by successfully orbiting the earth, 

Stout was inadvertently caught up in the limelight. Local Portuguese 

natives, mistaking their own John for John Glenn, hoisted him up on 
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their shoulders and carried him around in celebration until he managed 

to convince them otherwise.  

“I had to bathe my ego for awhile,” Stout said. “So I didn’t stop them 

too soon.” 

As an ordained minister and now an acclaimed satellite authority, 

Reverend Stout’s thinking began to turn against two strong currents of 

scientific and religious dogma. As an ardent believer in freedom of 

thought, he saw both science and religion as mankind’s noblest attempts 

to understand God and His creation. It was a philosophy he put to 

practice in his personal life as well as in his classroom at the University 

of Lavras, where he said, “I felt perfectly comfortable with God looking 

into a test tube alongside my students.” 

This seeming paradox lay at the very heart of Stout’s personal 

philosophy. He was as well versed in scripture as he was in science, 

which made him something of an outlier in both communities. Over the 

years, it was a role he came to relish. And one that would eventually 

lead him from the small village in Brazil to a position at NASA’s 

Manned Spacecraft Center in Houston—and a place in history he would 

never have imagined.  

But in 1961, John Stout was still in the jungles of Brazil. And the 

space race in America was only beginning to awaken in the heartbeat of 

Project Mercury. A handful of astronauts called the Original 7 were the 

personification of that awakening. 

The question now was: which astronaut should be the first? 
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“I looked at those toggle switches I had to turn on cue. I looked 

at the dials I had to turn on cue, and I thought to myself, ‘My 

God, just think, this thing was built by the lowest bidder.’”  

— Alan Shepard, Freedom 7 

In a post-flight interview with CBS’s Walter Cronkite 

2 

First Up 

In January 1961, Robert Gilruth, head of NASA’s Space Task Group, 

called the Original 7 astronauts together and announced the verdict 

they’d all been waiting to hear—the name of the man to take America’s 

first space ride. It came as no surprise to the other Mercury astronauts 

that Shepard’s name emerged at the top of the list. They were the ones 

who put it there. When the seven were asked in a silent peer-vote, “If 

you yourself cannot be the one to make the space flight, who do you 

think it should be?” Shepard edged out Gus Grissom as the first man 

to fly the Redstone rocket. Grissom would be next. John Glenn would 

be third. 

Shepard was no slouch when it came to leveraging a situation to his 

own advantage, and he could be merciless in a confrontation. A hard-

nosed Navy test pilot, nicknamed by his peers the “Icy Commander,” 

Shepard was considered to be one of the more competent astronauts in 

the program, and in 1961 he was hell-bent on being the first man to fly 

in space. When he came home with the news that he had been selected 

to make the first Project Mercury flight, he told his wife, Louise, ‘‘Lady, 

you can’t tell anyone, but you have your arms around the man who’ll be 

first in space!’’  

‘‘Who let a Russian in here?’’ she teased.  

It was a better joke than she knew.  

CIA reports indicated the Soviets were gearing up for another 

launch. Although NASA had originally planned to launch Shepard’s 
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Redstone rocket in late 1960, there were concerns about the safety of the 

rocket. Twenty-one weeks of delays and unplanned preparation pushed 

the launch into January 1961. Still uneasy about the spacecraft, a group 

of NASA flight engineers pressed for a test of the troubled rocket using a 

chimpanzee as the pilot rather than run the risk of visibly killing 

America’s first man in space. So as a preliminary test, Shepard’s 

dreaded chimp colleague, Ham, was launched on a 435-mile flight over 

the Atlantic Ocean in the same type of Redstone rocket Shepard was 

scheduled to fly.  

Just about everything that could go wrong with a billion dollars’ 

worth of science went wrong—from a leaking capsule to an overshot 

landing. Temperatures inside the capsule soared to unbearable heights 

and the electrical system, which was designed to reward the chimp with 

banana pellets for pulling the correct levers, malfunctioned and 

delivered electrical shocks instead. But Ham held true to his training 

and performed the prescribed functions in spite of the miscues. The 

capsule finally splashed down 422 miles off course and overturned in 

choppy seas. By the time rescuers arrived thirty minutes later, the 

capsule had taken on 800 gallons of seawater and was almost completely 

swamped. When they finally got Ham out of the capsule, he was smiling as 

if he’d just stepped out of a hot tub.  

But Alan Shepard wasn’t smiling. Not only was Ham’s flight not on 

the money—it was a disaster. And NASA’s chief rocket scientist, 

Wernher von Braun, was worried. The chimp’s troubled flight meant 

another postponement of Shepard’s flight. NASA didn’t want Shepard’s 

flight to be similarly marred, and they decided to conduct one more 

unmanned test launch. Despite the life-threatening danger the chimp 

had withstood—danger Shepard now faced himself—he was furious at 

the delays. To make matters even worse, politics intervened. A Russian 

scientist from Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) selected by 

Kennedy as a technical advisor, warned Kennedy of the damage a dead 

astronaut could do to his young administration and advised that NASA 

instead send more chimps into space. At this point, Shepard confided in 

John Glenn he was ready to have a “chimp barbecue.”  

Then, April 12, 1961, less than a month before Shepard’s re-

scheduled liftoff, the Soviets shocked the world once more. A young 27-

year-old cosmonaut by the name of Yuri Gagarin was launched into 

space on Vostok 1 as the first human being in space. News that a 

Russian had beat him into space because NASA had launched a monkey 

ahead of him sent Shepard ballistic.  
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“We had ’em by the short hairs,” he said. “That extra test flight 

probably cost me becoming the first man in space.”  

But NASA had its reasons. One look at the data from Ham’s flight 

revealed that the agency had made the correct decision. Dick Koos, 

NASA’s flight simulation director, had witnessed a series of failures 

leading up to Shepard’s launch. A test rocket carrying a dummy 

astronaut into space flew off course and had to be destroyed. Three days 

later, a smaller rocket carrying a Mercury capsule went off course. It too 

had to be blown up. Rockets were dancing up and down on the launch pads.  

“That was a week of 18- to 22-hour days,” Koos said, “and we were 

reconfiguring for Alan Shepard’s launch just five days later.” As 

America rushed to match the Russians, its efforts became a public 

relations disaster.  

One day, under secret orders, a group of test pilots were directed to 

go to Washington, D.C. for a briefing. Apollo 13 astronaut Jim Lovell 

was in the group. 

“They talked to us about the Atlas booster and putting a capsule on 

top of that with a man in it to try to put a man in space,” Lovell said. 

“And of course Atlas boosters were blowing up every other day down at 

Cape Canaveral . . . and it looked like, you know, a very quick way to 

have a short career.” 

Getting into space was proving to be a more technically complex and 

risky enterprise than anyone had foreseen. It was also more frustrating. 

One day after a particularly long trial and more of Shepard’s incessant 

complaints, Pad Leader Guenter Wendt quipped, “If you don’t like it, I’ve got 

someone else who will do it for bananas.” Shepard threw an ash tray at him. 

Finally, on May 2, just three days before the launch date, NASA 

announced to the public the name of the astronaut who would man the 

rocket. All systems were Go for Alan Shepard on Freedom 7. NASA had 

previously refrained from announcing who would be piloting America’s 

first spaceflight in order to avoid media distraction, and Shepard had 

told only his wife and family. Louise Shepard, a devout Christian 

Scientist, paid prayerful attention to her husband’s aspirations in the 

risky business of space travel; and Alan knew he had the spiritual 

backing at home to accomplish anything he rightly desired. And being 

first in space was the shining achievement he cherished.  

 

At 9:15 on the morning of May 5, 1961, three weeks after Yuri Gagarin’s 

feat, all eyes were focused on the Redstone rocket poised on the launch 
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pad at Cape Canaveral. Shepard had readied himself and climbed into 

the capsule at 7:00 a.m., only to have the countdown repeatedly delayed 

by flight engineers who were consumed with the fact that there was now 

a real human being in the capsule. At fifteen minutes before the Go for 

launch, it was again necessary to halt the countdown. A minor electrical 

problem resulted in yet another hour and twenty-six-minute hold, which 

in turn caused another unexpected problem—Shepard’s morning coffee 

had now worked its way through his system. No one had anticipated 

that he might have to relieve himself since it was scheduled to be only a 

fifteen-minute flight. After another long delay, Shepard finally had to 

urinate.  

“Gordo!” he said, talking to Gordon Cooper, a fellow Mercury Seven 

astronaut and prelaunch communicator. “Man, I’ve got to pee.”  

“You what?” 

“You heard me. I’ve got to pee. I’ve been up here forever.”  

Thinking that he could be stuck up there for hours, he told Cooper 

he was going to do it in his suit. There were no facilities aboard Freedom 

7, not so much as an empty canister, and the medics were concerned he 

would short-circuit the leads. 

“Tell ’em to turn the power off!” Alan snapped.  

“Okay, Alan,” Cooper said with a chuckle. “Power’s off. Go to it.”  

Fortunately, his heavy undergarment and the 100 percent oxygen 

flowing through the suit quickly dried out the problem. Once the power 

was restored, the countdown resumed. By this time, a nervous Shepard 

had been strapped in his seat for over three hours and was growing 

increasingly impatient with the delays. Then, at two minutes and forty 

seconds to launch, technicians noticed a fuel pressure gauge was 

running a bit high. Shepard was told there might be another delay. 

Each new problem seemed to send NASA ground engineers into near-

paranoid frenzy. Shepard had finally had it. 

“All right, I’m cooler than you are,” he quipped in his laconic voice. 

“Why don’t you fix your little problem and light this candle.” 

Perhaps the fuel pressure wasn’t so high after all, the technicians 

agreed, and the countdown resumed. As the rocket rumbled to life, 45 

million television and radio listeners heard a voice from Cape Canaveral 

ground control announce, “This is it, Alan Shepard. There’s no turning back.” 

Shepard’s pulse rate rose from 80 beats per minute to 126 at the 

signal for liftoff, and at 9:34 a.m. the Mercury-Redstone rocket engines 

ignited 75,000 pounds of thrust.  

In Shepard’s home in Virginia Beach, his wife, Louise, sat close to 
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the TV holding a transistor radio in her hand: “I felt the power of good 

and of God fill the room,” she said. In St. Louis, Shepard’s 13-year-old 

daughter, Laura, stared intently at the black-and-white television with 

her classmates at the Christian Science Principia Middle School in St. 

Louis. As the spacecraft rose from the launch pad, the group broke into 

the hymn, “Shepherd [Shepard] Show Me How to Go.”  

Eighty-eight seconds into the flight, Shepard’s head and helmet 

were bouncing up and down so hard he couldn’t read his panel dials. He 

was so tightly strapped into his seat that the first time he realized he 

was weightless was when a loose washer floated by his helmet. Fifteen 

minutes later, Freedom 7  splashed down in the Atlantic Ocean and 

Alan Shepard was a national hero. From beginning to end, the flight had 

been near perfect.  

Asked later how he became the first American to fly in space, 

Shepard replied sarcastically, “They ran out of monkeys.” 

Although discounted by Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev as a 

mere “flea hop” compared to the recent flight of Yuri Gagarin, Shepard’s 

feat was a major morale booster at a time when the American public 

was badly in need of one. His suborbital flight might have been an up-

and-down affair, not Gagarin’s free-wheeling excursion in the ether, but 

it looked pretty good to a country that had just endured the Gagarin 

triumph, an escalating “proxy war” in Vietnam, and the unsuccessful 

Bay of Pigs fiasco in Cuba. President Kennedy was astonished at the 

American public’s excitement over Shepard’s flight, which prompted him 

to consider an epic challenge. 

Maybe the United States should set its sights on the moon. 

 



  

 

14 

 

“Do good work.” 

– Gus Grissom, Commander Liberty Bell 7 

The entirety of his speech to Convair workers, 1959 

3 

Next in Line 

Gus Grissom was waiting in the wings to pilot the next mission. Both 

Shepard and Grissom shared a passion for fast cars, and in late 1961 

local Florida Chevrolet dealer Jim Rathman, winner of the 1960 

Indianapolis 500, convinced GM General Manager, Ed Cole, to lease 

each of the Original 7 astronauts a high-performance Corvette for $1. 

Shepard and Grissom jumped on the offer. They ordered nearly identical 

gray 1962 427/435 horsepower Corvette Roadsters and immediately 

engaged in a friendly rivalry, constantly souping up their roadsters in 

an attempt to outdo the other as they sped around the Florida 

countryside.  

No one who knew Gus personally took him lightly. Small but 

powerful, he was known as a fierce competitor. A former Air Force 

fighter pilot in the Korean War, he brought a hard-driving determin-

ation to his spaceflight career. He’d been obsessed with science and 

flying since he was six in the small town of Mitchell, Indiana, where he 

was ingrained with the strong fiber of his family’s faith centered in the 

Church of Christ. Passionate about the quality of his work and 

dedicated to perfecting the rockets he flew, it wasn’t unusual to find 

Grissom at the McDonnell Aircraft facility at Cape Canaveral at all 

hours of the night, poring over design work for the new Mercury-

Redstone rocket. 

On one occasion, while backing up Shepard for his Freedom 7 flight, 

Grissom worked late at the space center, then headed back to the 
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Holiday Inn in the early hours of the morning. Not one to give credence 

to local speed limits, Grissom hopped into his Corvette and jammed the 

pedal to the floor.  

Exiting the security gate at 70 mph, Grissom gathered more speed, 

throwing the car into fifth gear and swerving onto a deserted U.S. 1 at 

100-plus mph—whereupon he was soon pursued by a highway patrol-

man. This, he knew, could be more than a mere nuisance. Tearing 

through an intersection, Gus made a high-speed turn onto the 520 

Causeway and raced for Cocoa Beach. At that point, a sheriff’s deputy 

joined the patrol car in the chase, raising the entire Space Coast with 

piercing sirens. Gus sped through another turn onto A1A where the hot 

pursuit was then joined by the Cocoa Beach police.  

Gus jammed the pedal of his turbo-charged V-8 to the floor again, 

leaving his pursuers hopelessly behind. He made a wide 70-mph turn 

into the Holiday Inn, where he found his parking space occupied. The 

space in front of Shepard’s room, however, was open. Gus slid his car 

between the lines and darted to his room two doors away, shedding his 

clothes in the dark as the flashing lights and screaming sirens pulled up 

outside. He slipped into his pajamas, peeked outside, and saw the 

sheriff’s deputy and the highway patrolman placing their hands on the 

hood of his Corvette, feeling the engine heat rising up through the 

fiberglass. 

“This is the room,” they announced and pounded on sleeping Alan 

Shepard’s door. 

“Is this your car?” the patrolman demanded, pointing to the gray 

Corvette in front of the door. 

Shepard peered out in the dark, not realizing it was Gus’ car. 

“Sure, that’s mine.” 

With that, Shepard was thrown to the ground and handcuffs locked 

in place around his wrists. As a sleepy Shepard found himself being 

hoisted to the cop car, pajama-clad Grissom opened his door and yelled, 

“Hey guys, can’t you keep it down out there? Some of us have to go to 

work in a couple of hours.”  

 

 

Grissom was the astronaut’s engineer—outspoken and tough. Everybody 

liked him, but nobody messed with him. Grissom and the rest of the 

Mercury 7 had grown painfully aware of John Glenn’s self-perpetuated 

“Boy Scout” image, so when Grissom saw that Glenn had hired artist 

Cece Bibby to hand letter “Friendship 7” on his capsule, Grissom 
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decided to suggest a second painting of a different sort.  

Cece was an employee of Chrysler Corporation, a subcontractor for 

NASA, and the only woman artist in the graphics department at Cape 

Canaveral. One day as she was leaving the Astronaut Office, she passed 

Grissom on the stairs, and he asked how the Boy Scout's paint job was 

going. Gus said he thought what she should really do was paint naked 

ladies on the capsule because that would really shake John up since 

Glenn was such a “straight arrow.” 

“I told Gus that a naked lady on the capsule's exterior was not a 

good idea,” Cece said. As Gus headed up the stairs he made a crack that 

she was chicken. “I told him it was my job that would be in jeopardy and 

not his, that they wouldn't fire an astronaut, but an artist was another 

matter.” Gus just made a clucking noise as he went up the stairs. 

It was a dare that Cece could not let go.  

“I thought about how I could do it and came up with the idea that I 

could play a joke on John by using the [spacecraft's] periscope view for 

the naked lady drawing. The periscope had a plug located on the 

exterior of the capsule and the plug would be removed just prior to the 

countdown.” 

When launch day came, what Glenn saw when he looked through 

the periscope was a naked lady with a message, “It’s just you and me 

against the world, John Baby.” Unfortunately, that particular launch 

was scrubbed, so Glenn and his naked lady never launched together. 

Glenn did, however, see it—which got around.  

Cece’s boss didn't dare fire her, but he did try to get her banned from 

the pad. But that didn't work either. The Mercury 7 guys banded 

together and told management that they intended to have her design 

their insignias and paint them on their capsules.  

Bolstered by the strong support of the astronauts, Cece put paint to 

paper again. Just before John Glenn’s next launch date, she did another 

lady for his periscope view. This one wasn't what he expected. It was a 

rather frumpy old lady in a house dress. She had a mop in one hand and 

a bucket in the other. The bucket had Friendship written in the same 

script as his insignia on the capsule. The caption read: “You were 

expecting maybe someone else, John Baby?”  

Such charades reflected the growing intensity of competition in the 

new-found “gotcha” astronaut culture. These were men who thrived on 

rivalry as much as risk. It was the mindset that got America into 

space—and got it there in a hurry.  
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On July 21, 1961, Grissom became the next American into space, 

piloting the Mercury-Redstone rocket Liberty Bell 7 into suborbital 

flight. It nearly ended in disaster, however, when the exploding bolts on 

the hatch of the small capsule blew off prematurely after splashdown in 

the Atlantic Ocean. The ocean wave action had been relatively strong 

that day and Liberty Bell was bobbing around like a cork. Grissom 

quickly exited the capsule, yanked off his helmet, and jumped into the 

water. But instead of proceeding to extract Grissom from the choppy 

waters, the recovery helicopter, following procedure, hooked onto the 

capsule, which was quickly filling with water and already too heavy to 

lift. As Grissom treaded water, his suit slowly began to fill. Exhaustion 

was setting in as he repeatedly waved at the helicopter to pick him up.  

Flight controllers in Mission Control, watching Grissom slowly 

submerging on their television screens, sat frozen in their chairs.  

“Somebody get Gus! For God’s sake, get Gus!” a controller shouted 

helplessly at the display.  

Then, as helicopter pilot Jim Lewis in the first helicopter grappled 

with the capsule, a second helicopter appeared out of nowhere and 

zeroed in on Grissom. Bobbing under the waves, Grissom was scared, 

angry, and looking for a swimmer from one of the helicopters to help 

him tread water. Then he caught sight of a familiar face, that of George 

Cox, aboard the second helicopter. Cox was the copilot who had 

retrieved both the chimpanzee Ham and Astronaut Shepard. With his 

head barely above water, Grissom found the sight of Cox heartening. 

Cox tossed the “horse-collar” lifeline straight to Grissom. Exhausted, 

Gus draped himself into the rescue collar and was unceremoniously 

hoisted to safety.  

The first helicopter was still struggling to lift the capsule. With its 

gauges telling the pilot the weight of the capsule was putting a 

dangerous strain on the engine, Lewis finally made the decision to cut 

the spacecraft loose, sending it 15,000 feet to the bottom of the ocean.  

Although disaster had narrowly been averted, the entire spectacle 

was captured on film and viewed by the entire American public, which 

made for dramatic contrast to the success the Soviets were enjoying at 

the time. Grissom was no sooner on deck aboard the aircraft carrier 

U.S.S. Randolph than a heated debate ensued among NASA engineers 

as to whether Grissom himself had inadvertently triggered the explosive 

bolts. Grissom insisted the hatch bolts had malfunctioned and blown on 

their own, and he was outraged when he heard of the speculation. He 

maintained he removed the pin from the hatch-cover detonator and lay 
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back in the dry couch. “I was lying there, minding my own business,” he 

said, “when I heard a dull thud.” The hatch cover blew away and went 

skipping over the waves. Salt water began swishing into the capsule.  

But NASA engineers were skeptical, as were a few of his fellow 

astronauts. Did Grissom panic and blow the hatch—or was it a system 

malfunction as he claimed? NASA engineers were certain that their 

spacecraft had performed as designed. 

 

Meanwhile, as spectacular as Alan Shepard’s career began, in early 

1964 his life as an astronaut took a devastating turn. He awoke one 

morning a bit dizzy, then collapsed onto the floor when he tried to stand 

up. In the following months his recurring bouts of nausea and vertigo 

were diagnosed as Méniére’s Syndrome, an inner ear disorder. Not such 

bad news for an earth-bound person, but for an aviator it was career 

ending. At a meeting of flight surgeons the decision was unanimous: the 

Icy Commander was grounded. Shepard was removed from flight status 

and relegated to a desk job in the front office. The first man in space, it 

appeared, would never fly again.  

Gus Grissom, however, did get another shot. Four years later he 

was selected to fly Gemini 3, the first manned Gemini flight and the 

spacecraft he had personally helped McDonnell Aircraft engineers 

design. NASA officials, already wary about the practice of letting the 

astronauts name their own capsules, balked when Grissom proposed 

naming his Gemini capsule Molly Brown after the popular Broadway 

show The Unsinkable Molly Brown—a joking nod to his Mercury 

capsule Liberty Bell 7 sitting at the bottom of the ocean. When they 

ordered Grissom and his Gemini 3 co-pilot, John Young, to come up 

with a different name, the two submitted The Titanic. With this, 

NASA executives reluctantly gave in to the name Molly Brown but 

refused to use it as an official NASA reference. Nevertheless, Molly 

Brown lived up to her name, achieving a perfect flight and an 

unsinkable airtight splashdown.  

Grissom’s experience on Mercury and Gemini put him in line as the 

astronaut ground communicator for the next mission. Since astronauts 

in the spacecraft are more comfortable communicating with one of their 

own, voice communications between ground control in Houston and the 

crew in the spacecraft were funneled through a designated astronaut, 

known as the capsule communicator, or CapCom. Ed White and Jim 

McDivitt’s Gemini 4 mission would be NASA’s first attempt at an Extra 
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Vehicular Activity (EVA), as White would actually leave the capsule and 

float in space. Grissom was the designated CapCom for Gemini 4.  

Although the Soviet Union was ostensibly outstripping the U.S. in 

the space race, here was a mission that could finally change America’s 

standing. In June 1965, Gemini 4 promised to be a turning point.  

It could, in fact, catapult America into the lead. 
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“One thing we do ask, we would like to have the skipper of the 

recovery carrier move off the landing spot in the Atlantic Ocean 

so we don’t land on his deck.” 

— Ed White II, Pilot, Gemini 4 

speaking to a reporter June 1965  

4 

A Walk in the Ether 

“Gemini 4,” barked Grissom, “get back in!” 

Grissom in Mission Control tried desperately to get the attention of 

the Gemini 4 crew circling overhead on their final orbit of the earth. But 

the Gemini 4 astronauts couldn’t hear his calls over their own exu-

berant chatter. The situation was urgent and Grissom wasn’t known for 

patience. There were only four minutes remaining to radio blackout 

during the transfer of communications from Houston to a remote track-

ing tower, and White needed to be back inside the spacecraft before 

Mission Control lost contact with the capsule.  

Ed White, the pilot onboard Gemini 4, dangled in the ether at the 

end of a life-support line and couldn’t hear a word Grissom was saying. 

Meanwhile, the command pilot, Jim McDivitt, was inside the capsule. 

Grissom could hear McDivitt but not White, who was enjoying himself 

during America’s first spacewalk. Also listening in were some 190 

million people around the world. 

By today’s standards, the Gemini communications system was 

primitive. It was set up for one-way communication, which meant that if 

one person was talking, no one else on the line could get through. During 

Gemini 4, White could communicate only with McDivitt, who was now 

singularly focused on White’s spacewalk. Had the situation not been 

serious, it would have been comical. Yet the moment spoke volumes about 

White and who he was as an astronaut. In the transcripts, one thing comes 

through loud and clear: Ed White was utterly happy and at home in space. 
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White had been NASA’s choice to follow Grissom into space on 

Gemini 4. He was meticulous, clean-cut, and big for an astronaut, 

standing a shade under six feet tall. His college and military records 

made him a prime candidate for selection in the second round of 

astronauts for the new space program and NASA considered itself lucky 

to have him on the roster. When inducted into the Astronaut Corps in 

September 1962 as a member of the second group of “New 9” astronauts, 

White, like the new space program itself, was young and hopeful, 

looking to embark on an epic adventure. Fortunately, there was a 

president at the helm of the nation who was as excited about the 

prospects of landing on the moon as Ed White was.  

During that same September, President John F. Kennedy made an 

announcement to the country—and to the world—that would set the 

tone for science, geopolitics, and national pride for a decade:  

It is my goal in the next decade to land a man on the moon 

and return him home safely. 

 

It was a daring proclamation at a time when there was no credible infra-

structure and only limited technology with which to accomplish such a feat.  

Of those consulted during the space race, no one had been thinking 

longer about the future in space than Wernher von Braun, a handsome, 

dashing man with the looks and charisma of a Hollywood leading man. 

Even when he led development of the V-2 rocket for Nazi Germany 

during World War II, lobbing errant rockets on London, he dreamed of 

future manned space journeys. As World War II ended in 1945, he and 

126 other German rocket scientists surrendered to Allied forces; and in 

1961 von Braun found himself Director of NASA’s Redstone Arsenal in 

Huntsville, Alabama, where his determination to “go where no man has 

gone before” fostered the development of the NASA rockets and a close 

friendship with the President himself. 

But the Cold War, brought on by the bitter winds of fear and malice, 

was growing colder, and Moscow was flexing its political muscle by osten-

sibly outstripping the U.S. in many areas, including space technology.  

“In the space race,” von Braun cautioned President Kennedy in 

1961, “I do not believe that we can win unless we take at least some 

measures which thus far have been considered acceptable only in times 

of national emergency.” 

In Kennedy’s eyes, this was exactly that.  
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When the President stood at the podium in the football stadium at Rice 

University on September 12, 1962, over thirty-five thousand people sat 

in the sweltering heat, unaware they were witnessing an epic moment 

in human history. Kennedy announced that America was on its way to 

the moon. While the audience was still digesting the magnitude of his 

opening statements, he went on to pose the question he knew was on the 

minds of the American people. 

“But why, some say, the moon? Why choose this as our goal?” 

Kennedy asked his audience. “And they may well ask, why climb the 

highest mountain? Why, thirty-five years ago, fly the Atlantic?” 

“Why,” he added, driving his point home, “does Rice play Texas?”  

Then, in one of those evanescent moments in presidential speech-

making history, he answered his own question: 

 

We choose to go to the moon in this decade and to do the other 

things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard. 

 

The soaring rhetoric from the young President captured the imagi-

nation of the entire nation. President Kennedy’s speech was irresistible 

to the vast majority of the American public. By their very nature, 

Americans like challenges, especially those with majestic goals. NASA 

had just lofted Alan Shepard on a fifteen-minute sub-orbital flight and 

now Kennedy was giving them less than nine years to put a man on 

the moon.  

From the earliest stages of his career, Ed White hoped to be one of 

those men. He had a thirst for exploration and for pushing the boun-

daries in his life—an eagerness captured in Kennedy’s next statement 

on that hot summer day:  

 

. . . because that goal will serve to organize and measure the 

best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one 

that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to 

postpone, and one which we intend to win. 

 

And Ed White was born to win. A hulk of an athlete with an 

impressive record of athletic prowess, his entire life had been mapped by 

strong morals and inner strength. Born and raised in San Antonio, 

Texas, he could be found with his family on Sundays in the pews of the 

local Methodist Church. He was reared and grounded in faith, and he 

took his faith with him wherever he went.  
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White’s boyish personality and charisma exuded an All-American 

image reminiscent of astronaut John Glenn, who a few years earlier had 

traded his career as an astronaut for a career in politics. White loved 

spaceflight; he was a natural. To NASA administrators, he wore an 

ineffable halo of success.  

The first spacewalk had originally been slated for a later mission, 

but on March 18, 1965, just three months before White’s scheduled 

Gemini 4 flight, Soviet Cosmonaut Alexi Leonov stunned the world by 

making a twelve-minute spacewalk.  

“[This is] the proudest achievement of the Soviet Union,” Leonov 

told a reporter in broken English. “America is still on the ground and we 

are in the space. You know it was tremendous psychological lift, a joy.”  

At that time White’s spacesuit and equipment were still on the 

drawing board and his gear had yet to even be certified for use in space. 

Lagging behind the Soviets much longer, however, wasn’t something 

NASA was prepared to tolerate; and in a bold move, just seven days 

prior to the scheduled Gemini 4 liftoff, NASA added a space walk to the 

docket. They also had another surprise in store. 

In a masterful stroke of one-upmanship, and with little time left 

before the Gemini 4 launch, an enterprising NASA engineer by the 

name of Harold Johnson devised a hand-held unit, dubbed a “zip gun,” 

equipped with a bottle of compressed nitrogen and a trigger that looked 

like a gun’s that could be used by White to maneuver himself in space. 

Johnson developed the device as a member of a team of NASA 

technicians called “model makers.” The head of the group was Jack 

Kinzler, a six-foot-three-inch meticulous man with a mass of silver hair 

who had been with the space agency since its birth as NACA (National 

Advisory Committee for Aeronautics) in Pittsburgh in 1941. Kinzler was 

determined that this would be no ordinary spacewalk and challenged his 

team to be creative. Johnson’s zip gun was the answer. By actuating two 

triggers, the astronaut could shoot compressed nitrogen through a 

system of nozzles, giving him complete directional control. White was 

thrilled at the prospect. While cosmonaut Leonov had merely dangled in 

space, White could use the zip gun to propel himself in any direction. He 

spent countless hours in the McDonnell pressure chamber practicing for 

the flight that, if all went well, would put the U.S. back in the race. 

His walk in the ether would be a first for NASA, and like other 

firsts, it was not without immense risk. When examining the umbilical 

cord that would be his lifeline during his space walk, White was asked 

by a reporter, “You certainly have to have a lot of faith in the men who 
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made that, don’t you?” Christian that he was, White replied, “No, I have 

to have faith in something greater than man before I would walk in 

space using that.”  

 

On June 3, 1965, the Gemini 4 mission became the stuff of storybooks. 

During their final orbit of earth, White and crewmate Jim McDivitt 

opened the hatch, and White slowly exited, floating into the vacuum of 

space. The white, garish rays of unfiltered sunlight picked up White’s 

helmet and shoulder, dramatically catching the red, white and blue of 

the U.S. Flag sewn on his shoulder, the zip gun clutched in his right 

hand. The 25-foot-long golden lifeline writhed slowly as it uncoiled from 

its black storage bag. The excitement in White’s voice was a combination 

of technical observation and childish exuberance as he jetted about with 

bursts of nitrogen, to the point of having to be almost physically reeled 

back into the spacecraft.  

“This is fun,” he radioed McDivitt in the capsule. “It’s the most 

natural feeling.”  

“Yeah,” said McDivitt. “You look like you’re in your mother’s womb.” 

Meanwhile, in Mission Control, Grissom’s frustration was growing. 

The crew was only four minutes from Bermuda and the loss of signal in 

a communications relay to another tracking station.  

“Gemini 4, Houston. Get back in.” Grissom barked.  

All the while, the two spacefarers kept chattering over the voice-

activated communications system to the point ground control couldn’t 

get a word in edgewise.  

“Gemini 4, Houston,” Grissom radioed again. “Get back in!” 

White, however, still could not hear Grissom’s command. 

“The sky sure is black.”  

“Hey, Ed, smile. Let me take a close-up picture of you,” McDivitt 

said as he tried to capture the moment, at which point the free-wheeling 

White got too close to McDivitt’s windshield with his zip propulsion gun. 

“You smeared up my windshield, you dirty dog. You see how it’s all 

smeared up there!”  

Finally McDivitt checked in with Mission Control. “Gus, this is Jim. 

Got any message for us?”  

At that point, an exasperated Flight Operations Director Chris 

Kraft, who had been listening on his headset to Grissom’s repeated 

efforts, abruptly cut into communications. 

“Yeah, Get back in!”  
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Although Kraft was known as a force to be reckoned with, White, 

who was still unable to hear ground communications, continued to enjoy 

his space walk.  

“I’m coming back down on the spacecraft,” he said. “I can sit out here 

and see the whole California coast . . .” 

Sensing the frustration on the ground, McDivitt began to narrate 

White’s reentry into the ship.  

“Yeah, he’s standing in the seat now and his legs are down below the 

instrument panel . . .”  

At the time White finally worked his way back to the top of the 

spacecraft he had used up all the fuel in the zip gun. 

“Aren’t you going to hold my hand?” he asked.  

“No, come on in . . . Ed, come on in here.” 

When McDivitt finally coaxed him into the capsule, White lamented, 

“It’s the saddest moment of my life.”  

“Well, you’re going to find it sadder when we have to come down 

with this whole thing,” said McDivitt. 

Once White was inside the capsule, the euphoria quickly faded into 

the grim reality of a potentially fatal problem—the hatch wouldn’t close. 

The lever White used during training exercises to ratchet the hatch 

down wouldn’t catch, and it was imperative that the hatch be closed and 

secure for the fiery ride back through the earth’s atmosphere. White 

struggled vigorously with the stubborn hatch. Observing his difficulty, 

McDivitt jumped in to assist. Finally, with the brute force of both 

McDivitt and White, a U.S. Olympic candidate, bearing down together, 

the latch caught and the hatch was firmly sealed. White, utterly 

exhausted from his spacewalk, fell back onto the couch. Three days later 

they were speeding home at 17,000 mph, the heat shield of the capsule 

aglow as it tore through the atmosphere. 

Gemini 4 was the first endeavor of its kind, and skeptics predicted 

the astronauts would suffer horrible side effects from a long-duration 

flight and that recovery crews would find dead or unconscious astro-

nauts when they opened the hatch. But the recovery helicopter pilot 

observed an entirely different situation as he hovered overhead.  

“They were like a couple of kids playing on a beach, splashing in the 

salt water,” the pilot reported. White was doing exercises that, according 

to the pilot, resembled deep knee bends. Later, hearing reports of the astro-

nauts’ “distinct aroma” after the flight, White quipped, “I thought we 

smelled fine, it was all those people on the carrier that smelled strange.”
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“We look at life through a frosted glass. All are looking for 

understanding. We try to explain God in the terms of man. We 

try to explain His love in the words of man. And we can’t.”  

— Reverend John Stout 

Director, The Apollo Prayer League 

5 

The Good Reverend Stout 

By the time the world was captivated by Ed White’s walk in space, 

Reverend John Stout had left the jungles of Brazil and had accepted a 

position as information manager at the Air Force Eastern Test Range in 

Cape Canaveral, tracking the parts used in construction of the very 

Gemini launch vehicle that catapulted White into orbit.  

After serving as missionaries in South America for eleven years, he 

and Helen left Brazil and returned to the U.S., where in 1964, his 

reputation as an authority in satellite tracking earned him a position 

with Pan American Airways at their Guided Missile Ranch Division at 

the Cape. His responsibilities included missile flight data processing, 

tracking instrumentation, and communication links between launch sites 

and downrange tracking stations. By this time, he had six degrees: a 

double bachelor degree in chemical and petroleum engineering, 

masters degrees in chemical engineering and theology, a master’s 

equivalency in education, and a doctorate in linguistics. Helen held a 

bachelor degree from Texas A&M, a degree in divinity from Austin 

Theological Seminary, and a doctoral equivalency from the University 

of Lavras.  

Given his intellect, education, and scientific notoriety, in 1965 Stout 

was asked by International Telephone & Telegraph (ITT), an Apollo 

project subcontractor under the Federal Electric space division, to 

transfer to the burgeoning new NASA space organization in Houston. 

The Stouts had planned to retire in Florida, and although John wasn’t 
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especially interested in the position, he accepted an invitation to fly to 

Houston for an interview.  

At that time, the Johnson Space Center had yet to be built and 

NASA facilities were scattered among different buildings across 

Houston. NASA officials realized they needed someone to consolidate 

the disparate components to support the next leg of the space race 

designed to put a man on the moon. This meant bringing together a 

hodgepodge of infinitely complex information networks. NASA had over 

20,000 suppliers scattered around the world, managing over two million 

components used in the assembly of the Apollo command module, and 

every part had to be serialized, tracked, and merged into a single 

network of data on an IBM 1401 computer at nearby Ellington Air Force 

Base. This task, if he accepted, would fall to Stout.  

NASA gave him the red carpet treatment. The job they offered 

interested Stout, but he hesitated to accept.  

“I will do it so long as I can serve as the industry chaplain,” he told 

them. As a missionary and ordained pastor, Stout required approval 

from both NASA and the Presbyterian Church to undertake the position 

as a “tent making ministry.” This meant that, following the example of 

the apostle Paul, he would not be paid anything by the church for his 

ministerial services.  

Given the uncertain nature of the rocket business, NASA recognized 

the need for someone with Stout’s unconventional mix of skills and 

welcomed his secondary role as an ordained Presbyterian minister and 

volunteer chaplain, Stout accepted the offer as a relatively short-term 

assignment, his intent being to develop a method of networking the 

computer needs of the Apollo project and then move on. He told himself 

he would stay for three years—no more.  

 

The newly constructed Manned Spacecraft Center in Houston was the 

hub of activity within NASA, and Stout found that his combined role as 

chaplain and information scientist gave him a unique perspective on the 

enormous challenge of the Apollo undertaking. It was this perspective 

that engendered an uncommon alliance between him and many of the 

astronauts. Here was someone they could talk to who understood not 

only the enormity of the challenge, but also someone to whom they could 

confide the personal problems that such a challenge imposed on them and 

their families.  
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“In trying to understand the astronauts,” Stout said, “I found their 

own pastors didn’t know them. They kept things from their pastors that 

they didn’t want them to know because NASA was trying to keep them 

as idols. They were our heroes—and we needed heroes.”  

As an ordained minister, Reverend Stout mixed easily with the 

astronauts. He listened intently to their problems, their hopes, their 

frustrations, and sometimes shared their fears. Some he came to know 

personally. One was a young astronaut by the name of Edward White, II.  

On occasion, Stout and White spent time together contemplating the 

risks and enormity of what lay ahead. Through prayer they hoped to 

advance a mission that, from the knowing perspective of the information 

scientist and the astronaut alike, seemed impossible to fulfill by the will 

of man alone. Both knew firsthand that the spacecraft being developed, 

assembled, and tested was the most complex machine ever wrought by 

the hand of man, far outstripping the atomic or hydrogen bombs, 

nuclear-powered aircraft carriers, and supersonic aircraft—indeed, any 

device or any assembly of devices. From the point of view of the chaplain 

and the astronaut, the machine was unfathomable.  

With project Apollo looming on the horizon as America’s dark horse 

in the race to the moon, Ed White was emerging as one of the first men 

to make the ride. Few were more mindful of the risk and complexity of 

the Apollo spacecraft than his friend Reverend Stout.  

 

From the moment he was inducted into the space program in September 

1962, it was clear that Ed White wanted to take a Bible to the moon. 

And there was little doubt among those who knew him that he would 

accomplish his objective. The young astronaut knew what he wanted to 

accomplish in life and possessed the wherewithal to make it happen.  

The son of a retired Air Force general, White graduated from West 

Point in 1952. He was a golden boy and a fierce advocate of all the basic 

virtues—God, country, and family. West Point was tradition in the 

family. His father, Edward White Sr., was born into a prominent Fort 

Wayne family whose forebears included Midwest pioneers and veterans 

of colonial wars. At West Point, the saying goes, “Most of the history we 

teach was made by people we taught.”  

The young astronaut was also a gifted athlete who barely missed 

qualifying for the 1952 Olympics as a 400-meter hurdler. He competed in 

the high hurdles and the 440, 600-yard, and half-mile runs. He was on the 

half-mile relay team that held the Academy record for eight years. He was 
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on the starting lineup of the Army varsity soccer team for two years, and 

could knock off fifty sit-ups and fifty pushups without breaking a sweat. 

On top of his athletic prowess, he was an affable guy, well liked 

among the NASA engineers, technicians, and astronauts, and equally 

friendly to all regardless of rank or position. He was a highly focused but 

fun-loving astronaut whose life was sprinkled with a healthy dose of 

humor. One of White’s West Point classmates delighted in telling the 

story that on graduation day Ed departed the ceremony dressed in his 

dashing Air Force officer’s uniform and headed out to meet his fiancée, 

Pat Finegan, for the graduation ball. The next morning, the young officer 

and his date were discovered in the dormitory shower room grinning, Ed 

wearing Pat’s gown and Pat dressed in Ed’s dress white cadet uniform. 

Ed had met Pat, a petite blonde, at a West Point football game, and 

in 1953 they were married. Shortly after his induction into the astronaut 

program, White moved his wife and two children to Houston near the 

NASA training facilities, where they joined Seabrook Methodist Church, 

and Ed became close friends with the church pastor, Reverend Conrad 

Winborn. Over time, their friendship grew beyond that of parishioner 

and pastor. Reverend Winborn came to view Ed almost as a son. 

Like many of the men at NASA, the astronauts retained a special 

admiration for President John F. Kennedy. In a very personal sense, he 

was their President. Kennedy not only pointed the way to the moon, he 

embodied the youthful spirit of the U.S. space program. In turn, the 

young President was enamored with the bravery of the astronauts and 

the imagination and technical ingenuity of the people who were taking 

America into space.  

In late November 1963, President Kennedy and First Lady Jacque-

line traveled to Texas to manage minor political in-fighting within the 

Democratic Party. The President’s second stop was Houston, where he 

addressed a Latin American citizen organization before ending the day 

in Fort Worth.  

The next morning, a light drizzle fell outside the Hotel Texas as a 

breakfast crowd gathered to hear him speak. The President took the 

opportunity to talk of America’s need to be “second to none” in defense 

and in space and of the willingness of Americans “to assume the burdens 

of leadership.” The speech was warmly received by the thousand-plus 

crowd that had waited over an hour outside the hotel in the rain. After 

the speech, the President and Mrs. Kennedy boarded a limousine. Since 

it was no longer raining, the plastic bubble top was removed.  

The next stop on their tour was Dallas. 
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Reverend Stout, his wife, Helen, and ten-year-old son, Jonathan, were 

having lunch at Kumbak’s restaurant in Austin, Texas, when the news 

came in. A waitress rushed over to the restaurant television and 

switched the channel to view an uncut pre-broadcast showing Kennedy’s 

assassination. Young Jonathan had received a personal note from 

Kennedy just days before, thanking him for his replica of Kennedy’s PT-

109 torpedo boat that was rammed and sunk during World War II. Now, 

in a flash, the boy’s hero was gone.  

The news from Parkland Hospital that day would have a lasting 

effect on the people at NASA, especially the men who would venture into 

space. During an appearance at Brooks Air Force Base in 1965 to honor 

his Gemini 4 space walk, Ed White spoke with halting humility of his 

immense respect for the slain President. Two years earlier, Kennedy 

had spoken at the dedication of the Aerospace Medical Complex from 

the same podium where White now stood. 
 

I believe that President Kennedy epitomized not only the 

things we were trying to do in the space world . . . . I believe 

he hit upon the hearts of all of us in a lot of different ways. I 

believe he epitomized the things that we would like to be 

ourselves. 

 

After his spacewalk, White wrote a note to Mrs. John F. Kennedy 

saying his walk in space made him feel “red, white, and blue all over.” 

The first American flag to appear on a NASA spacesuit was on his 

sleeve and he had unofficially named his Gemini craft American Eagle. 

His patriotism was plain to all, and despite suggestions that he had dis-

obeyed an order by not returning to the spacecraft when told to do so, Ed 

White was a West Point man, and as such, would never have disobeyed 

an order. Duty, honor, and country not only described him—they were 

him. 

In memory of the President who launched America’s dream of 

landing a man on the moon, in 1963 Kennedy’s successor, President 

Lyndon Johnson, changed the name of Cape Canaveral to Cape 

Kennedy. By then, however, the term Cape Canaveral had become a 

metonym for the launch area; and despite their respect for the late 

President, many of those who worked and lived there had difficulty 

dropping the original name.  
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By 1965, White was one of America’s premier astronauts, and the 

broader exchange during White’s Gemini 4 space walk testified to his 

complete sense of comfort during the spaceflight. Where others 

struggled with the complexities of space travel, disorientation, and 

motion sickness, White flourished. He seemed to possess an intuitive 

feel for and understanding of the many systems and how they worked in 

concert with each other.  

In addition to achieving America’s first space walk, he could also 

claim a lesser-known first: as a man of faith, he was the first person to 

carry a religious symbol into space. It came as no surprise to those who 

knew him that he had taken with him in the left leg pocket of his 

spacesuit a gold crucifix, a St. Christopher’s medal, and a Star of David 

during his historic spacewalk.  

“I had great faith in myself,” he told a reporter, “and also I think 

that I had a great faith in my God. So the reason I took these symbols 

was that I think that this was the most important thing I had going for 

me, and I felt that while I couldn’t take one for every religion in the 

country, I could take the three most familiar to me.” 

For White, the space program wasn’t only about science, technology, 

or world opinion. For him, his time in space brought him closer to God. 

His natural ease in space allowed him the presence of mind to grasp the 

enormous spiritual dimension of the endeavor. In an interview with a 

Texas newspaper, he was not ashamed to speak of his faith, openly 

expressing his intention to take a small condensed Bible to the moon.  

“The best all-around volume of literature you could take would be 

the Bible. I do plan to take one.” 

To White, the Bible was much more than a religious document or a 

book of great historical significance. It was a symbol of all that 

humanity hoped to become and could possibly achieve. It embodied the 

faith and courage required to venture to the moon in the first place. For 

these reasons, he felt it was important on a spiritual level for mankind 

to take the Scripture into space when men eventually left earth. And if 

landing on the moon happened to be his lot, Ed White would see to it 

that a Bible landed with him.  

 

By January 1967, America was in a dead heat with Russia in the race to 

the moon, and White’s name had once again cycled to the top of the 

selection roster to fly one of the first Apollo missions. He could not have 



The Good Reverend Stout 

 

32 

been more excited. If all went well, AS (Apollo-Saturn) -204 would 

become Apollo 1, the first manned Apollo mission—the final link in an 

ambitious program to put a man on the moon. Commanding the mission 

would be Grissom, who had nothing but respect for White. 

When asked by a reporter to give a commander’s assessment of 

White, Grissom remarked, “Ed’s a real hard driver. I don’t care what 

kind of job you give Ed, he’s going to get it done; he’s going to get it 

finished. Just like on his space walk. That hatch that wasn’t working 

right just didn’t bother him a bit. By God, he goes ahead and gets the 

job done.”  

The relationship among the crew was natural, which allowed a 

frankness with one another even in front of reporters. The result was a 

projection of true camaraderie between America’s most accomplished 

astronauts. And there was plenty to rib about. Although NASA doctors 

failed to find one ounce of fat on White’s 170-pound frame, White could 

put away two full course dinners and then ask for dessert with a 

straight face. So awesome was White’s appetite that Grissom told 

reporters that on their upcoming fourteen-day Apollo mission, “I’m going 

to keep my own food supply under lock and key.” 

Filling out the crew was Roger Chaffee, a thirty-one-year-old space 

rookie and an astronaut since 1963. Chaffee had never been in space, 

but was a solid Navy aviator. Sources in astronaut circles said he had 

piloted one of the RA-3B jet reconnaissance missions over Cuba that 

took photos of the Russian missiles cited by President Kennedy in his 

October 1962 television address which served to initiate the Cuban 

Missile Crisis. Chaffee was confident and exceedingly disciplined. He 

was also dedicated to the idea of space exploration. A few days before a 

scheduled systems ground test of the first Apollo rocket, a reporter from 

the Washington Star questioned him on the need to do space exploration 

to the moon. Chaffee replied, “We have to go there.” 

“Well, Mars and Jupiter are there—and so are the stars—do we 

have to go to them too?” the reporter queried.  

“Of course we do,” was all Chaffee had to say to that. 
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“If we die we want people to accept it. We are in a risky business 

and we hope that if anything happens to us it will not delay the 

program. The conquest of space is worth the risk of life.” 

— Gus Grissom, Commander, Apollo 1  

6 

Apollo 1: A Mission in Flames 

There was something about that day—something palpably wrong. One 

glitch, it seemed, was followed by another. But there was also an 

undeniable sense of great promise. Two years after Ed White’s space-

walk, an altogether newly designed capsule stood on Launch Pad 34 atop 

NASA’s new Saturn 1B rocket. The stack of the first Apollo spacecraft 

rose skyward nearly forty stories from her truncated bottom to her needle-

tipped nose. Earlier that day NASA officials announced the designation 

of the flight as AS-204. If the test that day proved successful, they would 

be on track to launch in less than a month, and AS-204 would become 

Apollo 1, the first manned flight of the monstrous new Saturn rocket.  

On Friday, January 27, 1967, the three-man crew emerged from the 

transfer van at Pad 34, donned in their new A-1C space suits. The 

purpose of the test that afternoon was a “plugs out” test, the first of 

three major tests of the spacecraft required prior to launch. During the 

test, all electrical, environmental, and ground checkout cables would be 

disconnected to verify that the spacecraft could function solely on 

internal power alone. Since this was only a routine test, there was no 

fuel in the rocket.  

Arriving an hour after noon, the crew slid into the spacecraft couch. 

The capsule would be pressurized with pure oxygen, which eliminated 

unnecessary weight inside the capsule since a natural air mixture was con-

siderably heavier, and every ounce of weight had to be carefully calculated.  

The Apollo 1 also had an improvement in the hatch design. As a 
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result of Grissom’s problem with the exploding bolts and White’s 

difficulty in getting the hatch secured during his Gemini flight two 

years earlier, Apollo 1 was designed with two hatches: the first, an inner 

hatch that opened inward towards the astronauts and utilized internal 

air pressure to hold the seal closed; the second, an outer hatch that 

opened away from the spacecraft. The two-piece design was also 

considerably lighter, yet still remained problematic, requiring the use of 

a ratchet and removal of several bolts to open. The pressure differential 

in the cabin had to be balanced before the inner hatch could be removed. 

On top of the assembly was a third booster cover cap.  

After securing themselves in their couch positions, the crew began 

preliminary checks, listened to the countdown, and complained about 

persistent communications problems that caused intermittent delays. 

Near sunset on the winter evening, communications problems again 

caused a delay, this time for ten minutes. To everyone’s aggravation, it 

occurred even before the plugs could be pulled. Thus, the test that 

should have long since been finished had not yet even begun. 

Time passed. The shadow of the Apollo spacecraft grew over the 

Indian River and eventually vanished altogether as the winter sun 

settled into the palms to the west. 

 

“How are we going to get to the moon if we can’t even talk between two 

buildings?”  

It was now 6:29:41 p.m., and Gus Grissom’s voice betrayed the 

strain and frustration of the lengthening line of miscues that had 

defined the new Apollo program up to that moment. It wasn’t that 

things had been going extremely wrong; it was just that they weren’t 

going extremely right either.  

Command Pilot Grissom sat strapped in the capsule of the Apollo 

“Block 1” AS-204 rocket in the Merritt Island Launch Area of Cape 

Kennedy in Florida. Strapped in next to him listening to his aggravation 

were fellow crewmembers, Senior Pilot Edward White and Pilot Roger 

Chaffee.  

In spite of the recurring spacecraft problems, NASA had come down 

with a malady known as “go fever”—a mixture of raw optimism and an 

unrestrained imperative to beat the Soviets to the moon. The astronauts 

were determined to fly regardless of the consequences, even if their own 

safety was on the line. Things needed to be fixed, but fixes meant 

delays, and delays had to be justified. Things had to keep moving 
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forward as no one knew exactly where the Russians were in their 

program. It was a heady program and the pervasive mindset in the 

Apollo boot camp was that if NASA could manage to launch even a wash 

tub into space, a good astronaut would be able to fly it. 

On this January evening, everything was readied for a simulated 

launch, a vital step in determining whether the spacecraft would be 

ready to launch the following month. NASA and North American 

Aviation (NAA) engineers and technicians were taking constant notes on 

future corrections to the next capsule design because there wasn’t time 

to make changes to the current design. As a result, specifications and 

safety protocols in the current design were reworked and compromised 

to meet increasingly demanding deadlines.  

Up to this point, there had been no disasters during any previous 

manned mission, and there was no reason to expect otherwise this time.  

 

 

Delays popped up almost from the moment the astronauts entered the 

capsule. The first occurred when Gus Grissom hooked up his space suit 

to the oxygen supply. He described a strange odor in the spacesuit 

umbilical loop as a “sour smell.” The tech crew halted the test to take a 

sample of the suit loop, and after discussion with Grissom, decided to 

continue the test. 

The next was a high oxygen flow indication which periodically trig-

gered the master alarm. The men discussed the problem with environ-

mental control system personnel, who theorized the high reading resulted 

from movement of the crew. The matter was never fully resolved. Finally, 

at 2:45 p.m. the cumbersome three-layered hatch was secured in place. 

Once sealed shut, the interior of the cabin was pressurized with pure 

oxygen to 16 psi to approximate atmospheric pressures in space—an 

environment that could turn the flame resistant Velcro covering the inner 

walls of the capsule into tinder at the slightest electrical spark. Even the 

capsule’s aluminum fittings would combust in such an oxygen rich 

environment. The original specifications required anything in the capsule 

to be nonflammable up to temperatures of four hundred degrees. 

Although a fire could be rather easily contained at 5 psi pressure in space, 

no one had contemplated a fire on the ground. But everyone seemed to 

forget that the center of a tiny electrical spark could reach six thousand 

degrees Fahrenheit.  

A third serious problem then arose in communications. Initially, the 

problem seemed to exist only between Grissom and the control room. 
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Later, the difficulty extended to include intermittent loss of communi-

cations between the operations and checkout building and the block-

house at the launch complex. The men could speak over four channels 

by radio or telephone line, but the tie-in with the test supervisors and 

technicians was troublesome. Somewhere there was an unattended live 

microphone that could not be tracked down and turned off. To further 

complicate matters, no single person controlled the troubleshooting.  

Meanwhile, the communications problems dragged on for hours and 

the countdown was stalled at T-minus ten minutes—the time remaining 

before the “plugs” would actually be pulled from the rocket and the test 

would finally begin. Near sunset, yet another communication problem 

caused a delay, this time for ten minutes. An emergency egress practice 

had yet to be done. The crew had now been sitting on the pad for over 

six hours and Grissom’s patience was wearing thin.  

“Hold on, Gus,” came a satirical voice from Mission Control. “We’re 

going to get a couple of tin cans and some string so we can hear each 

other better.” 

 

 

As far as Grissom was concerned, Apollo had learned very little from the 

previous space programs, Mercury and Gemini. When Grissom pointed 

out inconsistencies and potential flaws in the Apollo design, the NAA 

engineers working on the prototype spacecraft didn’t want to hear it, a 

cavalier attitude that had begun pervading the space program after 

several years of glitch-free operations. Alan Shepard’s famous fifteen-

minute venture into space had set the space race off and running at a 

blistering pace, and NAA wasn’t about to slow it down.  

In earlier missions, Grissom had the ear of the engineers at the 

McDonnell Aircraft Company, the firm that designed the Mercury and 

Gemini spacecrafts, through its director, James “Mr. Mac” McDonnell. 

Unfortunately, Gus didn’t carry the same weight with the new NAA 

engineers. The firm was just too big, and if changes didn’t fit into some 

overall scheme, they were instantly lost in the shuffle. And as things 

were developing, there were plenty of changes to be made to the new 

224-foot Saturn 1B before it would be ready for space.  

But Grissom was no rookie to be cast aside so easily. As one of the 

Original 7, he already had two space flights under his belt. He also had 

a degree in mechanical engineering which he put to regular use in asses-

sing the readiness of any spacecraft he was asked to fly. And things 

about this spacecraft bothered him. The spacecraft’s cooling system had 
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leaks, spilling a nasty water-glycol mixture onto the floor. After the water 

evaporated, a flammable glycol residue persisted. The new complex 

hatch design was another Apollo monstrosity. Backup pilot John Young 

labeled the entire ensemble as nothing but “a bucket of bolts.”  

Betty Grissom said her husband “became such a gadfly in trying to 

enforce his standard of excellence that some contractor personnel tried 

to work paths around him.” The Apollo program, she said, “was several 

orders of magnitude more complex than either of the two preceding 

manned space programs.” 

Everything in Apollo was run by computers, while everything in 

Mercury and Gemini had been stick and rudder. In Mercury, switches 

and dials flew the ship. In Apollo, all the controls plugged into com-

puters which ran the ship. Astronauts weren’t just pilots anymore, they 

also had to be computer experts. Bundles of wires were everywhere. The 

spacecraft had nearly thirty miles of wiring. 

It wasn’t that Grissom felt the Apollo 1 capsule posed any imme-

diate danger. They were test pilots, after all, and accustomed to working 

with potentially dangerous experimental aircraft. But the continual mal-

functions caused him an overall sense of uneasiness about the design 

and safety parameters of the first Apollo mission. Everything seemed 

awkward. A service module, the engine and tankage part of the Apollo 

spacecraft, had blown up in the course of a test at the factory in 

California. Gus was there that day.  

As a symbol of his frustration, just three days before the pre-flight 

test he yanked the largest lemon he could find off of the citrus tree in his 

backyard and hung it on the command module simulator.  

Apollo 1 was looking to be the Edsel of space. Sharing his uneasiness 

was Wally Schirra, a close friend and member of the Apollo 1 backup 

crew. “If anything seems the slightest bit wrong,” he advised Grissom, 

“just get the hell out.” 

NASA had experienced pre-flight problems with earlier missions 

and this one appeared to be no exception. Everyone was still confident it 

would fly. Granted, Mercury and Gemini had been experimental pro-

grams, bristling with incredible risk. But the complexity of the Apollo 

spacecraft magnified those risks several fold.  

No one understood this better than Apollo 1 Command Pilot Gus 

Grissom. 
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On the first floor of the launch complex, Gary Propst, an RCA employee, 

watched a television monitor with its transmitting camera trained on 

the window of the command module. Deke Slayton, Flight Operations 

Manager, sat half a kilometer away at a console in the blockhouse next 

to Stuart Roosa, the astronaut serving as the capsule communicator. 
North American employee Donald Babbitt, the pad leader, and several 

system technicians were standing by in the enclosed room adjacent to 

the capsule waiting to pull the plugs on signal. 

After five-plus hours of being locked inside the capsule, the crew was 

growing edgy. No one on the circuit had responded to Grissom’s earlier 

complaint. 

“I said, how are we going to get to the moon if we can’t even talk 

between two buildings?”  

“They can’t hear a thing you are saying,” White quipped.  

Then, at 6:30:55 p.m., something happened inside the capsule. Some-

where in those thirty miles of wiring, one segment arced across another 

creating a tiny spark of flame, and with that the greatest catastrophe 

the U.S. space program had ever known was underway.  

One of the crew, presumably Grissom, moved slightly. Then came a 

two-and-a-half second interruption of power. The monitors indicated an 

inexplicable increase of oxygen flow into the crew’s space suits. White’s 

heart and respiration rates suddenly and noticeably increased. The 

airways fell silent for roughly a minute until 6:31:05 p.m., at which 

point a cry was heard over the headset. 

“Fire!” shouted Chaffee.  

“Did he say ‘fire’?” Babbitt asked, turning to the man next to him. 

The technician on the headset next to him nodded silently, listening 

intently to what came next.  

Two seconds later White repeated, “Fire! We’ve got a fire in the cockpit!”  

“We have a bad fire!” Chaffee shouted. “We’re burning up!”  

In the blockhouse located near the pad and at various control 

centers, surprised engineers and technicians looked up from their 

consoles to television monitors showing the interior of the command 

module. To their horror they were witness to an unbelievable scene—

intense flames were raging inside the spacecraft and dense smoke was 

rapidly blurring the picture.  

Stunned, Babbitt looked up from his desk and shouted, “Get them 

out of there!” As Babbitt spun and reached for a squawk box to notify 

the blockhouse, a sheet of flame flashed from the spacecraft and he was 

hurled to the door by the explosion.  
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Spacecraft technicians ran toward the sealed Apollo capsule, but before 

they could reach it, the command module ruptured. Flames and thick black 

clouds of smoke billowed out, filling the room. The intense heat and dense 

smoke drove one after another back, choking and gasping as they ran in 

and out of the capsule enclosure, attempting to remove the spacecraft’s 

hatches. From time to time, one or another would leave to gasp for air.  

Meanwhile, Propst’s television picture showed a bright glow inside 

the spacecraft, followed by flames flaring around the window. For 

nearly three minutes the flames increased steadily. As the room sur-

rounding the spacecraft filled with smoke, Propst watched with horror 

as silver-clad arms behind the capsule window fumbled for the hatch. Ed 

White could be seen grasping to open the hatch above him. A second pair 

of gloved hands—presumably Grissom’s—reached across to help.  

“Blow the hatch, why don’t they blow the hatch?” yelled Propst. 

What he didn’t know was that the hatch could not be opened explo-

sively. The two-piece hatch that opened inwardly required the crew to 

undo several bolts in order to remove the inner section. In short, it was 

impossible to open quickly. The hot gasses produced by the fire held the 

hatch shut, and within a few seconds the air pressure raised enough to 

literally seal the crew inside. A split second later it rose so high it 

ruptured the capsule. Seventeen seconds after their first report of fire, 

Mission Control and the horrified controllers received the last trans-

mission from the crew. It was a brief scream.  

Beyond 6:31:23 p.m. on January 27, 1967, there were no more 

transmissions from the crew of Apollo 1. Slayton and Roosa watched a 

television monitor, aghast, as smoke and fire billowed up. For the 

following few minutes NASA tapes recorded urgent voices from various 

test stations. Roosa tried and tried to break the communications barrier 

with the spacecraft.  

“Can you egress at this time? Confirm it.” 

“Pad leader, can you get in there and help ’em?” another voice 

injected urgently. 

“Alright crew, did we get verification? Can you egress at this time?”  

“Gus, can you read us? . . .” 

“Pad leader? . . .” 

The static on the line rasped monotonously for several minutes—

then lapsed abruptly into a sobering silence.  

All telemetry information was lost shortly after that. 
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“The measure of his life, any man will tell you, is to be found not 

in its length, but in the quality of its commitment to God and 

man.” 

— Reverend Conrad Winborn 

Pastor, Seabrook Methodist Church 

7 

The Aftermath 

Walt Cunningham had been at the launch complex at Cape Kennedy 

most of the day. When it was announced that the “plugs-out” test would 

be delayed past 5:00 p.m., he and the rest of the backup crew climbed 

aboard T-38s and headed for Houston. After the two-hour flight, the 

crew landed and taxied to the NASA hangar. He immediately noticed 

something was different. It wasn’t the usual lineman who greeted him. 

Instead, it was Bud Ream, the number two man in flight operations. 

Bud was a NASA test pilot. He was short, solid, and had a crisp manner. 

There was no reason for Bud to be there. He stood on the concrete apron 

and waited for the backup crew to climb down. His face was grim. “The 

prime crew has had an accident,” he said.  

At first no one spoke. Shocked at the news, they just looked at each other.  

“The crew is dead,” Bud said. “They’re dead. All of them.” 

 

 

As anguished officials gathered at the scene of the disaster, the pad was 

cleared of unnecessary personnel and guards were posted. At 7:15 that 

evening the preliminary investigation was already underway. 

The causes of the tragedy appeared to have been hiding in plain 

sight all along. Initial evidence suggested that the crew had struggled to 

open the hatch, a complex task requiring more time than the fire 

allowed. Technicians calculated that even with a ratchet it would have 

been impossible to open the hatch sealed shut by the intense pressure 



The Apostles of Apollo 

 

41 

inside the cabin. Although rescuers were only a few feet from the space-

craft, they were blocked by the dense smoke pouring from the cockpit. 

They had no firefighting equipment or gas masks. Their clean room 

nylon gloves melted in seconds, as did their shop coats. Speculations put 

the top heat inside the capsule at 2,500 degrees, a temperature reached 

within seconds of the first report of fire. One by one, the support crew 

removed the booster cover cap and the outer and inner hatches, prying 

out the last one five and a half minutes after the alarm sounded. By the 

time they finally opened the hatch, the crew members had perished. 

In the aftermath of the tragedy, doctors treated twenty-six men for 

smoke inhalation. Two were hospitalized. The outer surface of the 

capsule had blistered and blackened in places, evidence that the blaze 

had erupted through the light skin of the airtight craft. The heat had 

been so intense that molten metal was reported running down the 

outside of the capsule. The lifeless bodies of Grissom and White were 

half out of their seats. Chaffee, as the exit drill required, was still in his 

seat. The three astronauts were left undisturbed in their couches for 

more than seven hours as officials tried to piece together the cause of 

the disaster. All data was impounded pending an official investigation. 

 

The wives and families of the astronauts were steeled for death, but not 

prepared for it. How do you prepare five-year-old Steve and eight-year-

old Sheryl Chaffee, who would never again chase frogs and lightning 

bugs as their father worked meticulously in his rock garden? How could 

you prepare thirteen-year-old Mark and sixteen-year-old Scott Grissom, 

who would never again play slot cars with their father? AIA Slot 

Speedway owner Bob DeMoss said, “Gus turned into a ‘pit marshal’ 

when he came in with the boys. Grissom stood inside the slot car tracks, 

bent over all night long, picking up the miniature cars for the boys as 

they spun off the tracks.”  

How could you prepare thirteen-year-old Ed White, Jr. and ten-year-

old Bonnie White, who would never again go bicycling with their dad? At 

their home near Houston, White had set up a 40-foot climbing rope and 

a horizontal bar where he put the youngsters through their paces. 

During their workout, Eddie Jr. and Bonnie Lynn would compete 

against their father. Eddie Jr. had recently received a new shotgun and 

experienced the thrill of hunting with his dad. But Ed’s faith was 

central to his family life. “Ed’s Sundays with his children were sacred,” 

said a close friend who had known the astronaut for more than ten 

years. “There was no hunting on Sundays or anything else.”  



The Aftermath 

 

42 

Pat White had reluctantly shared her husband with the nation. Hers 

had been an all-American marriage, tighter than most of those buffeted 

by the winds of NASA fame. Her husband wasn’t the kind of man who 

parked on a bar stool, drinking and flirting—a popular fighter pilot 

recreation. The 36-year-old Texan drew his wife, Pat, and their children 

close to him as he shared with them his experiences in space. Before Ed 

set out on his Gemini 4 flight, Pat White told a reporter that she and her 

husband lived one day at a time. “You can’t live your life in advance. 

You make plans and you have faith, but you take each day as it comes.” 

All three crew families were home that Friday evening. Each was 

notified of the tragedy by either an astronaut or the wife of an 

astronaut. One fact became exceedingly clear to all: the families of the 

astronauts were a closely knit group. They would close ranks and see 

one another through this harrowing crisis. 

 

 

The next morning, a warm sun broke over Houston’s sprawling Manned 

Spacecraft Center and its wooded suburbs. But for a Saturday in the 

city, January 28 was startlingly quiet. Martha Chaffee left early from 

her yellow-brick home. Where she was going, no one knew. Her two 

children came out of the house with a neighbor lady, blinking at the 

television cameras.  

“We soon realized that you don’t keep them from the TV set,” one of the 

wives related, “and you don’t cover up, because the children not only do well 

themselves, but at a time like this they’re a big support for their 

mothers.” 

Houston’s Mayor Louie Welch ordered the police to stand guard at 

the Grissom home in the small suburb of Timber Cove. Gus had 

cherished his privacy. He and Wally Schirra had built ranch-style homes 

next door to each other on Pine Shadows Drive. The houses appeared 

almost identical, both built without windows in the front so their 

families would be shielded from onlookers. Even before NASA officials 

arrived, Betty Grissom already knew she had lost her husband. She 

appeared calm and restrained.  

“If you’re going to get killed,” she said, “you expect it to be in the 

war. Not in an automobile accident on the way there.” 

The Armstrong family lived next door, and Neil Armstrong’s wife, 

Jan, was the first to the Whites’ house. Seeing the look on her face, Pat 

White knew instantly something had gone deathly wrong. Upon hearing 

the news, the White children were quickly shuttled to a neighbor’s 
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house. Ed White’s father and mother arrived the next day from Florida. 

Ed’s brother, James, flew in from the Air Force Academy.  

Ironically, the evening Grissom, White, and Chaffee died was the 

same evening they and their wives had planned to attend a party in 

honor of the fifty astronauts, a celebration for having made it through 

another year. The dinner and desserts were ready and hairdos were 

done. When the “plugs-out” tests ran late, the party was cancelled.  

“They’re bearing up mighty well,” a friend said of the astronauts’ 

wives. “We know, though, that the next few weeks and months are going 

to be pretty horrible.” 

In the Houston suburb of El Lago, neighbors gathered in quiet 

groups along the sidewalks on which Ed White had taken his early 

morning jogs around the block.  

“Of all the astronauts we knew,” one boy said, “Mr. White was the 

nicest.”  

The mood in Houston’s NASA Space Center was somber. Astronaut 

Tom Stafford and several other astronauts left to console Pat White. “I 

have no more idea than you what to say about it,” Stafford told 

reporters.” About the only thing I can say is that this was a tragic loss 

that will really set the program back.” 

When he and others arrived at the White family house, they found a 

note neatly affixed to the front door of the contemporary-style house. It 

read: “Please knock. Do not ring the door bell.”  

 

At the White House, diplomats from sixty nations were gathered to sign 

a new “Peace in Space” treaty which President Lyndon Johnson 

described as “an inspiring moment in the human race.” Soviet 

Ambassador Anatoly F. Dobrynin told the East Room capital audience, 

“Let us hope we will not have to wait long for the solution of earthly 

problems.” The treaty was aimed at preventing territorial and military 

rivalries in outer space and included blocking the use of nuclear 

warheads. Astronauts Neil Armstrong, Jim Lovell, Dick Gordon, Gordon 

Cooper, and Scott Carpenter were on hand for the signing, along with 

Wernher von Braun. The two-thousand-word treaty was also aimed at 

preventing territorial claims in space, such as asserting national title to 

real estate on the moon. The benevolent atmosphere was shattered by 

news of the disaster from the Cape. 

“This reminds one again,” Bill Allen, the president of Boeing, said to 

Wernher von Braun in the immediate aftermath of the accident, “that 

we are not in the business of making shoes.” 
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What alarmed NASA, North American Aviation, the astronauts, and 

the American public, was that Gus Grissom, Ed White and Roger 

Chaffee had not died on their way to the moon. They had not burned up 

during reentry. Their rocket had not exploded at launch, nor had they 

crashed into the moon. These three men had not died in a blaze of glory, 

but rather in the midst of a routine test conducted during a simulated 

countdown on the launch pad just three feet from safety.  

 

 

As the sun rose over the Atlantic Ocean on January 28, 1967, the moon 

seemed a long way off indeed. In Houston, a city of 1.5 million souls, and 

throughout the nation, flags were hung at half-mast. Pope Paul VI and 

world leaders offered their condolences. Tributes to the courage of the 

dead astronauts poured in from leaders of the world community and 

from the man on the street. But behind the messages of condolences, 

nearly everyone was struck by the irony that these three brave men 

whose hopes and dreams had soared so high had died on the ground. 

Britain’s morning papers hurriedly made over their front pages to tell 

the story of the tragedy. Some Britons said the United States should 

reconsider its goal of putting a man on the moon by 1970 and predicted 

a hot debate over the new ground crew, new spaceship, and new 

contractor. On a local level, a twelve-year-old Tennessee boy spent all 

his savings at a Houston florist. His three $1 bills arrived with a note: 

“This is my savings. Please send each of the astronaut’s widows one red 

rose.”  

Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey, President Johnson’s special 

counsel in the field of space, often visited the Cape Kennedy Space 

Center and knew the astronauts well. The news hit him especially hard.  

“The death of these three brilliant young men,” he said, “true 

pioneers and wonderfully brave, is a profound and personal loss to me. I 

have such close relationships with them that my sorrow is very deep. 

My heart goes out to their families and loved ones.”  

The memorial service for Ed White at Seabrook Methodist Church 

on January 30 was closed to all but family, friends, and a few 

dignitaries. White’s friend and pastor, Reverend Conrad Winborn, stood 

at the front of the sanctuary. Behind him was a large wreath of yellow 

flowers in the shape of an astronaut pin on a background of white 

flowers placed there by Ed’s fellow parishioner and astronaut, Tom 

Stafford. No one put the meaning of White’s death into clearer perspec-

tive than Reverend Winborn: 
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Ed’s life speaks for itself and makes a eulogy unnecessary. 

He wrote his own eulogy in the fabric of day to day living. We 

know what Ed stood for, and it was right and good. His life is 

best described through the use of the word commitment.  

Commitment to nation and space exploration.  

Commitment to family.  

Commitment to Church and community.  

God reveals in Christ that commitment is costly. 

 

Mourners gathered the next morning in the brisk, winter air at 

Arlington National Cemetery for Gus Grissom’s funeral. The Reverend 

Roy Van Tassel, Grissom’s Church of Christ minister from Mitchell, 

Indiana, spoke briefly:  

 

Forty-one years ago through one of the mysteries of life, Gus 

Grissom came into this world. Last Friday, in another of 

life’s mysteries, he left this world. He knew this was going to 

happen. But, like us, he did not know when. 

 

President Lyndon Johnson was in attendance, along with the six 

remaining Mercury astronauts, all of whom wore full-dress uniforms in 

honor of their fallen friend and comrade. Four hours later, with similar 

honors, Roger Chaffee was laid to rest alongside Grissom. Chaffee’s 

pastor, Reverend Ernest Dimaline, presided:  

 

Oh Lord, support us all the day long until the shadows 

lengthen and the evening comes, and the busy world is 

hushed, and the fever of life is over, and our work is done. 

And in thy mercy grant us a safe lodging, and a holy rest, 

and peace at the last. 

 

All of the fallen astronauts were in their uniforms complete with 

tiers of chest medals. The official cause of death was listed as asphyx-

iation; they had suffered only minor burns. 

The tragedy occurred amidst a particularly chaotic moment in a 

particularly chaotic decade. Two years earlier, President Johnson had 

signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965 giving blacks the right to vote—a 

full century after the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation. In 

August of that year some of the most violent riots the country had ever 

endured broke out in outlying communities of Los Angeles.  
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“What the hell do we care whether we have the right to vote if we 

don’t have the right to live?” a black man yelled at a city council 

meeting. To them, Lyndon Johnson was just another white man. Riots 

erupted in Newark, New Jersey, and other major American cities. The 

social unrest, the war in Vietnam, and the tragedy of Apollo 1 cast a pall 

over the country. 

On January 31, the day of the funerals, Lady Bird Johnson wrote in 

her diary, “A miasma of trouble lies over everything.” As President 

Johnson departed for Grissom and Chaffee’s funeral in Arlington, Lady 

Bird left for Ed White’s funeral at West Point.  

 

 

The flag hung limp at half-mast in the brisk winter air as Ed White was 

laid to rest in the hallowed grounds at West Point. Reverend Winborn 

delivered White’s final eulogy at the West Point chapel:  

 

Our Father God calls us to be thankful for the hope which is 

ours in Christ Jesus. ‘God so loved the world that He gave 

His only begotten Son that whosoever believes in Him should 

not perish, but have everlasting life.’ Death is swallowed up 

in victory through the resurrection of Jesus. 

Grave, where is thy victory? 

Death, where is thy sting? 

Life with God begins in the eternal now. God seeks us in 

love and draws us into eternal companionship with Him 

through Faith in His Christ. Let us give thanks for this lively 

hope. 

We now trust our loved one, Edward White, into the 

gracious care and keeping of our Father. Let there be for us 

the lingering memory of a thankful life, well lived. 

 

Astronaut Ed White returned to West Point Academy and the hill 

country he loved to rest among the hero dead. His grave lies just across 

a white gravel roadway from a stone wall that tops the high cliff over-

looking the Hudson River and the oval track of Shea Stadium. On that 

track, Ed White set the West Point record in the 400-meter hurdles. The 

last time he had walked on those same grounds, he presented the Corps 

of Cadets with an American flag and the West Point Sesquicentennial 

Medallion he had carried on his Gemini 4 space walk. Now it was the 

Corps’ turn to honor him. At graveside, Vice President Hubert H. 
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Humphrey and Mrs. Lyndon Johnson bowed their heads and joined the 

small crowd in prayer.  

 

Our Father which art in heaven . . . 

 

At the time of his death, Ed White’s record in the 400-meter hurdles had 

not been equaled. 
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“In the design and flight of the current Apollo spacecraft, we 

cannot speak in terms of blind faith, however sincere that may 

be. We wish we could, but we cannot. It would be tempting God 

if we did a little and expected him to do the rest. We must do 

everything that is in our power to do—and doing this with His 

help—then leave the rest to God.”  

— Reverend John Stout 

Director, The Apollo Prayer League 

8 

The Apollo Prayer League 

Reverend John Stout was in Oklahoma City giving a talk on the Apollo 

program on what became known as “The Day of the Fire.” At first the 

tragedy was described to him as a “minor mishap.” But then the truth 

came out. He hung up the phone in stunned disbelief. Ed White, the 

devout young astronaut he had come to know and admire and who had 

frequently confided in him, was dead. So too were Grissom and Chaffee. 

For the moment, however, there was little time to grieve. NASA had 

made an aircraft available for the trip and he returned to the Manned 

Spacecraft Center immediately. It was late that Friday evening when the 

plane landed.  

As NASA’s chief information scientist charged with collecting and 

indexing spacecraft information, Stout had access to data that would 

help determine what had gone wrong on Pad 34. He went directly to his 

office and worked through the weekend, retrieving and analyzing infor-

mation from the myriad of data and communications systems that might 

yield up a trace of what had gone so fatally wrong.  

The following Monday morning, a grim-faced Frank Borman 

appeared in his office. Borman was the astronaut representative 

appointed to head the internal committee charged with investigating the 

tragedy. In a few words Borman explained what he wanted from Stout 

and his staff. “I already have that information for you,” Stout replied. He 

then handed Borman a six-inch stack of documents containing the 

results of work he had compiled. “You’ll find your answer here,” he 
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said. “It took me all weekend to get it ready for you, but you’ll find 

your answer here.”  

Borman took the documents and left. It was clear the stack of paper 

was not the work of a typical government scientist, but the obsession of 

a man desperate to know the cause of his friend’s death. After Borman 

and his team had gotten through the materials, he returned to Stout’s 

office and thanked him. Stout’s work had cut by almost half the time 

Borman’s committee required to investigate the tragedy.  

In the aftermath of the fire, Reverend Stout was shocked, but not 

completely surprised. The potential for disaster had weighed on his 

mind for some time. It was a possibility he had both feared and 

anticipated. The program had been going too well for too long—and had 

proceeded too fast. NASA staff and engineers, he felt, had rushed 

headlong into a world in which they felt utterly invincible. But the truth 

was, the relative simplicity of the Mercury and Gemini missions paled in 

comparison to the staggering complexity of Apollo. This stark reality 

seemed to have escaped nearly everyone at the Manned Spacecraft Center.  

“At the time of the Apollo 1 fire at [the Cape] in which Grissom, 

White, and Chaffee perished,” Stout said, “we felt that we could do 

anything because of our previous successes. We had just completed 

successfully flying all of our Gemini missions, a new landmark in the 

space program had been passed, and we were proud and happy. 

Champagne flowed freely and party girls were available. No one was 

concerned too much about the scientific information that verified Gus 

Grissom’s remarks that Apollo 1 was an unsafe spacecraft.”  

Reverend Stout and Ed White had often discussed the risks. Now, 

his friend and confidant was gone. Not so long ago, Stout’s own younger 

brother, Joe, had been shot and killed while trying to prevent a robbery 

in South Fork, Colorado. For Stout, the sudden death of Ed White was a 

painful reminder of a promising life cut short. The news was also a 

crushing confirmation of the overwhelming challenge of Apollo.  

The computer system Stout oversaw coordinated the workings of 

some 1,200 scientists and engineers on a computer capable of running 

searches for roughly one-million technical reports per week. The sheer 

scale of the Apollo project was one that boggled the mind. The more one 

understood, the more puzzling it became. For Stout, this massive project 

was akin to a miracle unfolding in slow motion before his eyes. Although 

it was a project carried out by man, Stout saw something unmistakably 

divine about the reality of celestial exploration. And he was far from 

alone in his awe.  
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The magnitude of the program amazed everyone associated with it. 

Apollo 16 astronaut T.K. (Ken) Mattingly claimed that the individual 

astronaut had “no idea how to make the whole thing work.” The same 

was true for the hundreds of scientists, engineers, designers, and 

controllers. As a result, each man became master of his own 

independent domain. No single earthly entity, it appeared, could fathom 

the entire massive collaboration. 

Stout and White’s scientific appreciation of the Apollo spacecraft’s 

complexity fit hand-in-glove with something they shared on a spiritual 

level—the sense that a successful lunar landing would require the hand 

of God. There were hundreds of thousands of men and women scattered 

across the country and around the globe employed by thousands of 

contractors and subcontractors, all working to bring the more than five 

million Apollo components together in perfect synchronicity. All this 

scientific and engineering expertise coming from every corner of the 

country would be gathered, organized, and concentrated into a space-

craft on a single launch pad at Cape Kennedy. The fragile assembly of 

spacecraft and its crew would be sitting atop an engine that produced 

nearly one million pounds of thrust for six minutes and then hurled into 

the most unforgiving environment into which man had ever ventured. 

And there was another matter few outside the realm of the Apollo 

Project were aware of. Program managers were in the midst of testing a 

rather radical concept called the “all-up” doctrine. The doctrine stipu-

lated that none of the million-plus individual components of the Apollo 

spacecraft be tested individually before launch to see whether they 

worked properly. The first combined use, however, would be on the 

intended mission itself. This meant that each component had to work 

perfectly and synchronously with every other component the first time—

beginning with launch. Risky as this strategy was, it dramatically 

reduced the number of tests each mission required, making President 

Kennedy’s before-the-decade-is-out deadline feasible.  

 

 

It wasn’t until after the fire that the germ of two related ideas grew in 

the mind of Reverend Stout. Both ideas were bold, but one would prove 

historic. The first was to form a prayer group, which in time became 

known as the Apollo Prayer League (APL). The second, which he 

initially had only the vaguest idea of how to implement, was to land a 

Bible on the moon. 

Stout realized that an historic opportunity was at hand. Mankind 
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was either going to attempt to take the Holy Scripture to its first extra-

terrestrial destination or the opportunity would likely evaporate into the 

ether of unmade history. Of course, there was also a more personal 

reason. He was aware of White’s aspiration to take a Bible to the moon 

and was determined to see his friend’s dream realized.  

Although an ordained minister, Stout was also a scientist and, as 

such, saw an underlying connection between science and religion. 

“Man’s search for truth in science and technology is not incompatible 

with his search for spiritual truth,” he said. While some in the religious 

community were suspicious and even fearful of science and the idea of 

manned space flight, Stout was not among them. Nor was he among 

those who saw it as an exclusively “Christian” project. He saw the 

Apollo missions as a collective human spiritual odyssey that spanned all 

religions in every corner of the world. He viewed science as a noble 

human endeavor when accompanied by faith and one of mankind’s 

greatest hopes for future generations. From his perspective, science held 

great promise.  

Stout’s versatility as both a scientist and religious leader was to 

become an invaluable resource to the space agency. His secondary duties 

within NASA included overseeing the work of thirteen volunteer 

ministers in NASA through a group he organized called Aerospace 

Ministries, an organization similar to one he had formed at Cape 

Canaveral to coordinate the diverse ministries throughout the agency. 

One of his principle tasks was to see that the cloister of chaplains kept a 

few degrees of separation between their work and their religious 

activities.  

“Some of them wanted to evangelize people,” he said. “And you can’t 

go telling people they’ve got to be saved. The whole thing at NASA was a 

stressful situation and you just can’t do things that way.” 

By now the immense spiritual significance of the space program was 

revealing itself to the public, and wary NASA officials wanted to nip any 

public relations problems in the bud. Moreover, it was becoming clear to 

all that there was a need to maintain a respectful distance between the 

Apollo Prayer League and NASA activities. Stout took this concern to 

bestselling author and pastor Norman Vincent Peale who was 

experienced and influential in religious circles. Peale was the author of 

The Power of Positive Thinking, a widely-read book, and founded 

Guidepost magazine, an immensely popular Christian publication with 

a widespread and growing circulation. He was an enthusiastic supporter 

of the space program and urged Stout to work toward fulfilling Ed 
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White’s dream of landing a Bible on the moon. He also offered any 

assistance he could to the APL. It was feared the Soviets might get to 

the moon first, taking with them their own “bible”—Marx’s Communist 

Manifesto. Peale was an ardent anti-Communist and wanted to see an 

American carrying a Bible to the moon on what some were now calling 

the “chariots of Apollo.” The effort would take a prodigious amount of 

planning and work, all of which would have to be handled with political 

aplomb. 

 

“We need people who believe in the power of prayer to be on the team,” 

Stout told his co-workers at NASA in the days following the fire. And 

that’s exactly what he got.  

The concept of the Apollo Prayer League was first hatched by Stout’s 

wife, Helen, during a conversation in their tan road-worn Jeep one 

afternoon when she suggested to John that they take the model of her 

small prayer group of fourteen NASA wives and apply it to the whole of 

NASA’s 300,000 employees around the world. She would supply admin-

istrative support for the League, including publication and distribution 

of an APL newsletter and APL News Wire Service. The first official 

organizational meeting was held with a handful of NASA volunteers 

around a small table at the Manned Spacecraft Center.  

The bylaws of the Prayer League were drawn up specifying that the 

governing committee be comprised of one person to represent NASA 

contractors, one person to represent the Church, and one to represent 

NASA. In addition, one person would be designated to represent the 

astronaut involved for each mission, usually his pastor, a relative, or 

friend. Stout was elected as director.  

Together the group devised a plan to drive membership, which would 

proliferate by way of a strategy that called for each to contact five friends, 

who in turn would be asked to contact five of their friends, and so on.  

It was a uniquely American enterprise. What began as a grassroots 

initiative within NASA quickly became an international movement and 

spread to NASA sites outside the U.S. Anyone could join regardless of 

their faith. Members could be anyone who believed in the power of 

prayer, united together to pray for success of the mission, the astro-

nauts’ safety, and for God’s guidance over the skill and foresight of 

NASA ground personnel involved in Apollo. Reverend Stout described 

the germ of the group’s formation in one of the first APL newsletters:  
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When the Apollo Prayer League was first formed, we had 

just experienced a heartbreaking setback, for three of our 

finest astronauts had been killed during the testing of our 

first manned Apollo spacecraft. Some of the employees at the 

Manned Spacecraft Center suggested that people of good 

faith from all over the world join them in taking their 

petition to God. They referred to this new fellowship as the 

Apollo Prayer League. We feel that God has answered our 

prayer and has guided in the development of our space 

program. We feel He has given us special guidance in the 

development of the Apollo Prayer League as His first inter-

planetary church. 

 

As an industrial chaplain within NASA, John was able to leverage 

the cause of the prayer group. At a time when the space program was 

still struggling to get back on its feet, the movement quickly gained 

momentum. Within a month after its formation, the League had nearly 

5,000 members. Soon prayer groups were popping up around the world.  

Although the Apollo Prayer League received no funds or grants from 

NASA or any other government agency, it required that all members of 

its board of directors be employed at the Manned Spacecraft Center. As 

a part of Aerospace Ministries, the APL would serve to complement 

NASA, which could not become involved in religious matters. As a 

nonprofit organization, its sole support would come from contributions 

of individuals and churches.  

Nevertheless, Reverend Stout, Aerospace Ministries, and the Apollo 

Prayer League were in for a long and tumultuous journey. As the secular 

NASA embarked on the greatest scientific and spiritual journey of its 

time, Reverend Stout was about to become acquainted with a cantan-

kerous atheist from Austin by the name of Madalyn Murray O’Hair.  

O’Hair, the antagonistic and foul-mouthed atheist renowned for her 

success in persuading the Supreme Court to ban prayer in public 

schools, was now poised to pounce on any religious activities in space as 

a clear violation of the U.S. Constitution requiring separation of church 

and state. Following her 1963 Murray v. Curlett Supreme Court victory 

to oust prayer from schools, she founded the organization of American 

Atheists. And it was controversies like this that Madalyn O’Hair lived for.  

“Religious people are throw-away people,” she snarled.  

At the National Annual Convention of the American Atheists, a 

sampling of her many targets included the exemption from taxation 
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enjoyed by religious bodies, prayers at breakfast at the White House, 

and crosses as part of Christmas decorations on Federal buildings. 

O’Hair reportedly toppled bingo tables in churches. Watching a female 

orangutan on television, she snipped, “The Virgin just made another 

appearance.” People would hear her speak live and their mouths would 

drop open.  

Stout was all too familiar with the woman and her tactics. O’Hair, 

he surmised, was circling overhead watching APL activities like a hungry 

hawk.  

But for now, he would need to see a young agency through its 

darkest hour.  
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“If you could ask any of the men and women in the space 

program who have died in the line of duty, or those who will yet 

surely do so, I believe they would offer a simple answer: We 

should go forward for reasons that nourish the human spirit, 

simply because we are capable of doing so.” 

— Edgar Mitchell, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 14 

9 

The Inquest 

The day after the fire, Ed White’s father, retired Major General Edward 

White, Sr., made a statement to the press from the front porch of his 

home in St. Petersburg, Florida.  

“My son died doing a job for his country, and I’m sure he would have 

wanted it this way . . . . We realize that these things are inevitable,” he 

added, “but the world must go on.” 

This remarkably selfless statement, made at the depths of a grieving 

father’s anguish, offered hope to the entire U.S. space program. The life-

blood of the Apollo program was dependent upon the goodwill of the 

American taxpayer, and NASA officials were quietly but deeply 

concerned that the deaths of these astronauts would prove corrosive to 

their already fragile political sentiment. Although an investigation into 

its cause had yet to get underway, certain facts were inescapable. 

As details concerning the cause slowly leaked out, the American 

public initially seemed prepared to accept the dangers and difficulties 

involved in space exploration and continued to be resolute in 

accomplishing President Kennedy’s goal of putting a man on the moon 

by the end of the decade. Nevertheless, it would take time for Congress, 

who held NASA’s purse strings, to take the temperature of their 

individual constituencies. Three of America’s best and brightest had just 

died in a horrific accident in the pursuit of a distant goal that was still, 

literally, a long way off. In the aftermath of the tragedy, nothing of a 

political nature could be taken for granted.  
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There was also another concern that loomed over all others: putting 

a man on the moon was a tough sell at a time when the country was 

simultaneously waging an expensive war on the other side of the globe, 

a war in which the country was deeply divided.  

Projects Mercury and Gemini set the stage for Apollo, where it was 

all supposed to come together. This was the final leg of a race to put 

Americans on the lunar surface before the Soviets. But it was now 1967. 

The end of the decade was less than three years away, and spacecraft 

contractors, NASA personnel, and the astronauts themselves were 

putting in grueling hours. The grind of work and endless training, 

coupled with the memories of departed friends, were beginning to take 

their toll on the entire project.  

Marshall and Mildred Wilkes both worked for NASA and were 

members of the Apollo Prayer League. Marshall was a financial analyst 

and Mildred was executive secretary for Dr. Rolf Lanzkron, the leading 

scientific engineer charged with the examination and investigation of 

the fire. Lanzkron was responsible for all project engineering activities 

for spacecraft launched at Cape Canaveral. A tough Orthodox Jew, 

Lanzkron had given priority attention to the Apollo 1 spacecraft and 

coordinated directly with North American’s Chief Project Engineer, Ray 

Pyle. Mildred handled all of Lanzkron’s calls and correspondence and 

took the tragedy personally. 

“The fire was terrible,” she said. “The strange thing was that Dr. 

Lanzkron had dictated a letter to [Deputy Center Director] George Low 

for me to type up, changing the wiring in the spacecraft that would have 

prevented the fire from happening. But George Low only got it the day 

of the fire. There wasn’t anything they could do about it then. It was a 

sad time.” 

So far nineteen Americans had flown in space. All had survived and 

none had been seriously injured on their journey to and from the 

heavens. It was a remarkable record and the result of procedures pains-

takingly designed to prevent tragedy in space. Airplane crashes had 

already claimed the lives of astronauts Elliot See, Charlie Bassett, and 

Ted Freeman. Then, less than five months after the fire, another 

astronaut, Ed Givens, from the fifth group of astronauts, was killed in a 

freak car accident near Houston. But as traumatic as these deaths had 

been, they had not been the result of faulty design and engineering of a 

spacecraft. Their deaths had not been the fault of their colleagues in the 

space program. On the other hand, the loss of three men during a ground 

test for the first manned Apollo flight had an utterly demoralizing effect 
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on everyone associated with the Apollo project. “The guilt people felt 

was just tremendous,” observed Flight Director Glynn Lunney, 

Many within and outside of NASA contended that the accident was 

completely avoidable. Internally, NASA had feared that danger to future 

crews would increase as spacecraft became more sophisticated and the 

missions more ambitious. Ambition added complexity, which in turn 

heightened the danger. NASA officials had warned against undue 

optimism, pointing out that any program as large and ambitious as 

Apollo would inevitably take its toll in lives. Man is fallible. Nowhere 

was this more abundantly clear than in a program made up of several 

hundred thousand people scattered across several continents.  

NASA executives had pushed the entire Apollo team to strive for 

perfection, and their thinking had been nothing if not imaginative. One 

NASA program featured the “Lunar Roll of Honor.” The first lunar 

landing would carry this Roll of Honor, a microfilm list of 300,000 

names of those in NASA who had aided significantly in this epic 

endeavor. The program was intended to inspire extraordinary devotion 

to excellence. After the fire, the idea was abruptly dropped. NASA 

officials realized that it was just as difficult to fix blame for failure as to 

assign credit for success. 

 

 

The day following the accident, NASA Administrator James Webb asked 

Floyd Thompson, director of the Langley Research Center, to head up an 

“AS-204 Review Board.” To most Americans, the muffled drums and 

somber eulogies were the only suitable form of tribute left to honor 

Grissom, White and Chaffee. But to the stunned Apollo technicians, there 

could be no more fitting service to the memory of these astronauts than 

an exhaustive inquest into the burned-out spacecraft. Thompson knew 

the scope of the challenge he was facing. This was without question the 

biggest news story of the day and the panel would be working amid a 

media circus. He expected it to be hard, thankless work—and it was. 

On April 10, 1967, a House of Representatives subcommittee began 

a “full and complete review of the Apollo accident, its causes and 

effects.” From the outset, accusations were leveled that the investigation 

was a sham, that it would essentially be a case of NASA investigating 

itself. Some of the more sensational headlines accused the space agency 

of “murder.” Gus Grissom’s father asserted that if McDonnell Douglas 

had built the spacecraft instead of NAA, his son would still be alive. 

In fact, any and all skeletons in NASA’s closet were about to be 
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brought into a harsh light. Two years earlier a report compiled by NASA 

Apollo Program Director Major General Samuel Phillips at the request 

of NASA Assistant Administrator George Mueller to review NASA’s 

contract with North American Aviation listed a plethora of problems. 

Quality control troubles were among the most critical ones noted in the 

“Phillips Report.” Ironically, the report was shelved at the time because 

it was deemed irrelevant in light of the program’s unblemished record of 

success.  

But shortly after the catastrophe, ABC news correspondent Jules 

Bergman notified Senator Walter Mondale, a member of the Congres-

sional oversight committee, that he had seen a copy of the Phillips 

Report during a recent visit to the Manned Spacecraft Center. NASA 

Administrator James E. Webb, however, claimed to be unaware of its 

existence.  

Upon hearing of the contents of the Phillips Report, Senator Mon-

dale lit into George Mueller during a public hearing. The questioning 

turned into an embarrassment for NASA officials. It became apparent 

that there was indeed a Phillips Report issued a full two years before 

the fire at the request of George Mueller himself that had outlined 

specific failings, project delays, and budget overruns. Revelations in the 

report intimated that NASA officials had been playing fast and loose 

with the lives of the astronauts.  

James Webb immediately became a key figure in the hearings. 

During a personal visit with Mondale, Webb criticized the senator for 

bringing up the Phillips Report in an open hearing, arguing that 

Mondale should have met with him privately on the matter rather than 

in a public forum. Mondale disagreed.  

“I think it’s rotten and I’m going to blow it out of the water,” 

Mondale retorted. “I’m a United States senator and this is public 

business.” For the first time in his entire tenure at NASA, Webb felt 

himself losing control of the politics of the situation. From that moment 

on Senator Mondale would be calling the shots. 

In the face of endless scrutiny, Apollo managers were made to take a 

long, hard look at the details of their track record. Was there a grain of 

truth to the accusations? Had they really done all they could in the 

name of crew safety? Procedures for emergency escape called for the 

hatch to be opened in a minimum of ninety seconds, but in practice the 

crew had never accomplished it in less than two minutes. In truth, 

Grissom had to take time to lower White’s headrest so White could 

reach above and behind his left shoulder to access a ratchet-type device 
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to release the first in a series of six latches. According to one source, 

White had made only part of a full turn with the ratchet before he was 

overcome by smoke. It was also revealed that in March 1965, the “crew 

systems” personnel in Houston had wrestled with the question of pure 

oxygen for space travel due to the inherent fire danger it presented. 

However, most of the studies were based on the possibility of fire while 

in space and concluded that a pure oxygen system was safer, less compli-

cated, and lighter than the less dangerous 79% nitrogen, 21% oxygen 

system used by the Russians. Thus, it made for a more fuel-efficient 

spacecraft. The best way to guard against fire, they concluded, was to 

keep flammable materials out of the cabin. But this didn’t happen. 

Velcro, for instance, was everywhere. There was also highly flammable 

netting and nylon on their space suits. In addition, the crew had brought 

in a large block of Styrofoam to help relieve pressure on their backs 

during long hours of testing. The Styrofoam exploded like a bomb.  

 

 

As investigators delved ever deeper into the causes of the tragedy, 

NASA officials were confronted with even more skeletons. NASA’s 

relationship with North American had been an odd one from the very 

beginning. There was speculation as to why the giant aerospace 

manufacturer had been chosen as the prime contractor. McDonnell 

Aircraft Company had built the very successful Gemini and Mercury 

spacecrafts and had essentially written the book on spacecraft 

technology. Why, then, was North American awarded the enormous 

Apollo contract even though they had little, if any, experience in the 

design and manufacture of the spacecraft? Their mandate was to build 

the most advanced spacecraft ever assembled, utilizing an entirely new 

generation of digital technology.  

There was also the question of morale among NAA employees, as 

cited in a 50-page report compiled by Robert Baron, a missile preflight 

inspector for NAA. In a lengthy hearing, U.S. Congressman Edward 

Gurney, a member of the oversight committee, quizzed Baron on the 

report:  

 

Mr. Gurney:   Mr. Baron, you mentioned something about the morale . . . . 

Do you think that there was a really serious morale factor 

with people generally dissatisfied all over the place with 

their jobs and what they were doing? 
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Mr. Baron:   I would say for the most part, yes. 

Mr. Gurney:  Assuming what you say about morale is true, do you think 

this affected the work on this job? 

Mr. Baron:  Yes, sir, I do. 

Mr. Gurney:   In what way? 

Mr. Baron:  Well, especially in reference to safety, lackadaisical in some 

job operations, sleeping on the job, people, just a lot of 

them, didn’t care one way or the other, and I am not 

talking about isolated instances, many times of book 

reading and sleeping and things of this nature . . . Another 

technician witnessed one evening when he was working, 

three technicians who were supposed to flush out [the 

capsule] by purging the environmental control unit with an 

alcohol solution to clean it and get it ready for proper use. 

He disclosed to me that a 55-gallon drum of 190-proof 

alcohol had been delivered to the site . . . . The three men 

who were assigned to flushing this unit out were—well, 

one of them took a 5-gallon jug of this stuff home and one 

other, or perhaps all three of them, I don’t really recall, had 

mixed this stuff and cut it with water and were drinking it 

right there at the site . . . .  

[Edward Gurney yields to John Wydler] 

Mr. Wydler:  Well, that doesn’t have anything to do with this particular 

wire or this particular door? 

Mr. Baron:  Possibly so, because they were working on that unit and 

the spacecraft . . . . 
 

But a surprise lay in store for many of the critics of NAA. As it 

turned out, not all problems with the Apollo 1 spacecraft could be placed 

at NAA’s doorstep. NASA management, and even the astronauts them-

selves, were responsible for some of the problems. North American, for 

instance, had initially proposed that the hatch open outward and be 

outfitted with explosive bolts for rapid exit in the event of an emergency. 

They also wanted an environmental system that would supply the cabin 

with a non-flammable atmosphere of oxygen-nitrogen mixture com-

parable to that used by Russian spacecrafts, since the danger of fire in a 
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pure oxygen environment was no small matter. NASA, and Grissom in 

particular, disagreed on both counts. The hatch, they argued, could be 

accidentally opened, resulting in an incident similar to Grissom’s mis-

adventure on Liberty Bell 7. 

Stephen Clemmons, a 36-year-old NAA Senior Spacecraft Checkout 

Mechanic, remembered the spacecraft condition vividly.  

“The lower equipment and floor directly under the seats was wide 

open with no protective covers, exposing miles and miles of wire, alumi-

num tubing, valves and electrical devices. NAA wanted to install specially 

designed covers on the lower equipment bay floors to protect these 

items, but NASA engineers said they didn’t have time to design the 

covers for ground operations and used four-inch-thick rubber mats 

instead.” 

“There was an attitude of ‘moon fever,’” Clemmons said. “During the 

manufacture and testing, there were over 1800 critical discrepancies 

written, which took time to investigate and find fixes, but NASA was 

adamant that the schedule would not slip, so many of them fell by the 

wayside.”  

Finally, there was the issue of Velcro. The astronauts themselves 

had been its biggest advocates. So fond were they of the material that 

they had literally wallpapered the cabins of the Gemini spacecrafts with 

it. North American, however, objected to its use due to its highly 

combustible nature. With its fuzzy skin, Velcro was like kindling. They 

cited that the rule of having no more than 500 square inches of Velcro 

inside the spacecraft cabin had been ignored and the capsule had over 5000 

square inches of Velcro in it. 

Incredibly, in each case NAA’s concerns had been voted down by either 

NASA or the astronauts. Previous missions had succeeded because of 

the virtues and in spite of the flaws of the status quo, and it was hard to 

argue with success. As the hearings progressed, it became increasingly 

difficult to assign blame. Prior to the fire, there had been little reason to 

question the tried and true. North American Aviation had pointed out the 

risks of each issue and then yielded to its client’s wishes. 

In an appearance before the Congressional committee, Webb made a 

moving plea for sanity:  
 

If any man wants to ask for whom the Apollo bell tolls, I 

can tell him. It tolls for him and for me as well as for 

Grissom, White, and Chaffee. It tolls for every astronaut 

or test pilot who will lose his life in a space-simulated 

vacuum of a test chamber or the real vacuum of space.
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It tolls for every astronaut-scientist who will lose his life on 

the moon or Mars . . . . We have a grave responsibility to 

work together and to purge what is bad in the system that 

we together have created and supported. We have perhaps 

an even graver responsibility to preserve what is good and 

what represents still at this hour a high point in all 

mankind’s vision. 
 

Unmoved by poetic appeals, the Congressional committee expressed 

its disgust regarding the capsule’s pure oxygen environment, the frayed 

wires, and fatally clumsy hatch. 

“The level of incompetence and carelessness we have seen here is 

just unimaginable,” they reported.  

On the other hand, it was pointed out by many that there was 

manifest unfairness in the scrutiny being focused on the failings of 

NASA at a time when the entire U.S. government was failing Americans 

in its military objectives abroad. No one seemed able or willing to 

contrast the unusually high standards expected of NASA with regard to 

losing three astronauts in the same year that 56,000 American soldiers 

were wounded in action and 9,400 were killed in Vietnam in a war 

whose outcome was uncertain, whose purpose was ill-defined, and whose 

execution was flawed. After all, NASA astronauts knew theirs was a 

risky adventure and climbed willingly into their capsule. The soldiers in 

Vietnam had little or no choice about their exposure to risk. 

As the Congressional hearings lingered on with no end in sight, 

NASA developed stringent new safety guidelines on its own. They 

understood what had gone wrong. They understood the mindset that 

had allowed the tragedy to occur in the first place. Regardless, NASA 

still had a job to do. And it came with a deadline. It was clear the 

hearings were not going to end any time soon.  

Eventually astronauts Frank Borman, Wally Schirra, Deke Slayton, 

Alan Shepard, and Jim McDivitt appeared before Congress with a plea 

to end the witch hunt. After repeated questioning by the committee as to 

whether the astronauts maintained confidence in the program, Borman 

answered a congressman’s doubts: 

 

You are asking us do we have confidence in the spacecraft     . . . 

. I am almost embarrassed because our answers appear to be 

a party line . . . . The response we have given is the same 

because it is the truth. We are trying to tell you that we are 
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confident in our management, and in our engineering, and in 

ourselves. I think the question is really, are you confident in 

us? 

 

By the time Borman vented his exasperation to Congress, both 

NASA and North American Aviation had effectively responded to each 

point of criticism brought to light by the investigation. A new “unified” 

single hatch would be a dramatic redesign of the complicated two-hatch 

system. The new system was heavier than the old, but it could be 

opened outwardly in five seconds. NASA would stick with the pure 

oxygen system and the use of Velcro, but extensive new measures would 

be taken to mitigate the dangers. 

What Congress would slowly come to realize was that space 

exploration was an inherently dangerous enterprise. And America, it 

turned out, was not the only country dealing with this reality. Tragic 

news from Russia arrived in Washington, D.C. on April 24, 1967, 

squarely in the middle of the Apollo 1 Congressional hearings. One of 

the great Soviet space-faring heroes, Cosmonaut Vladimir Komarov, had 

died when the parachute of his Soyuz I spacecraft failed to deploy 

properly after reentry. The spacecraft then crashed into the grassy 

steppes of Kazakhstan. But there was more to the story.  

It was clear the Russians knew they had problems over twenty-four 

hours before Komarov died and had been fighting to correct them. A 

U.S. national security analyst monitoring Komarov’s radio signal from a 

NATO facility later recounted the story. According to unsubstantiated 

reports, the last events leading up to the disaster were heartbreaking. 

“The Kremlin called Komarov personally. They were crying and told 

Komarov he was a hero. The guy’s wife got on the phone too, and they 

talked for a while. He told her how to handle their affairs and what to 

do with the kids. Towards the last few minutes he was falling apart. In 

a lot of ways, having the sort of job we did humanized the Russians. You 

study them so much and listen to them for so many hours that pretty 

soon you come to know them more than your own people.” 

In the midst of the Cold War, the hearts of the American people 

went out to the Russians in a way they had never done before. The news 

could not have arrived at a more poignant time and prompted a 

heartfelt question from NASA administrator James Webb.  

“Could the lives already lost have been saved if we had known each 

other’s hopes, aspirations, and plans?” he posited. “Or could they have 

been saved if full cooperation had been the order of the day?”  
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But the day of international cooperation had not yet arrived. In 

April 1967, both countries still saw themselves as strategic competitors 

in a race to the moon. And both countries would endure the deaths of 

their best and brightest as they continued the struggle to win that epic 

race. 

 

Shortly after Borman’s Congressional testimony, he was asked to 

oversee the recovery efforts at North American Aviation. It was a time 

he came to look back upon as the most productive episode of his career. 

Addressing the many problems of the Apollo spacecraft was taking 

longer than anyone had expected, but Borman knew the Saturn V 

spacecraft was destined to become an extraordinary ship. He also 

understood the profound psychological significance of getting it to the 

launch pad as soon as possible. A successful mission would lift NASA 

out of the shadow of the fire and restore its shaken confidence. 

But there were lingering problems within the space agency. NASA 

wasn’t merely an organization of machines, it was also an entity made 

up of individuals. In the tortured emotional aftermath of the accident, 

Assistant Flight Director Gene Kranz, along with several others in 

leadership of NASA, became acutely aware of a new problem: Mission 

Control personnel and backroom technicians had just lived through 

their worst nightmare, and the psychological toll had all but immo-

bilized them. Many felt indirectly complicit in the deaths of their 

friends. They were also very young and had never before been so closely 

associated with disaster and death. Many of the controllers were in their 

twenties. Kranz himself was only thirty-three years old. 

Dutch Von Ehrenfriend, one of the controllers who monitored the 

guidance console during the fire, was deeply traumatized by the event. 

He was, as Kranz depicted him, “a vulnerable young man who had 

witnessed his friends’ death.” John Aaron, a bright 27-year-old flight 

controller, nearly drove himself crazy playing back the data over and 

over and studying the electrical current spike believed to have set in 

motion the fire.  

“[Aaron] pushed himself beyond exhaustion and finally had to be 

driven home,” Kranz said.  

Kranz understood that the men who were taking America to the 

moon—the astronauts who put their lives on the line—as well as NASA 

technicians, would somehow need to rise above the trauma of this 

experience before they could fully focus again on their jobs. They were 
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unusually resilient young men, but the collective sense of guilt 

threatened to cripple the entire program. 

On the Monday morning following the fire, Kranz called a meeting 

of his branch and flight control teams, who still remained in a state of 

emotional turmoil. In an auditorium at Mission Control he delivered 

what was destined to become a legendary discourse on integrity and 

leadership. It came to be known as the “Tough but Competent” speech, 

and none of the people in the auditorium that day would ever forget it. 

The talk opened with a review of the accident and an announcement 

of the formation of an investigative review board led by Floyd 

Thompson. Kranz then did something that became the stuff of legend in 

the halls of NASA, something that would eventually allow his people to 

harness their crippling grief and move beyond it. He concluded his 

meeting by identifying what he believed to be the problem: The people in 

that room and throughout the agency were “not tough enough,” he said. 

They were, in Kranz’s mind, avoiding their responsibilities. “We had the 

opportunity to call it all off, to say, ‘This isn’t right. Let’s shut it down,’ 

and none of us did.” From that moment on, he demanded, they would all 

be hard-headed. 

Somehow Kranz intuitively understood that they did not need or 

want sympathy. What these young men needed before they could get 

back to their jobs was a dose of cold, hard reality. And that’s exactly 

what he gave them: 

Spaceflight will never tolerate carelessness, incapacity, and 

neglect. Somewhere, somehow, we screwed up. It could 

have been in design, build, or test. Whatever it was, we 

should have caught it. We were too gung ho about the 

schedule and we locked out all of the problems we saw 

each day in our work. Every element of the program was 

in trouble and so were we. The simulators were not work-

ing, Mission Control was behind in virtually every area, 

and the flight and test procedures changed daily. Nothing 

we did had any shelf life . . . . I don’t know what Thompson’s 

committee will find as the cause, but I know what I find. 

We are the cause! We were not ready! We did not do our 

job. We were rolling the dice, hoping that things would come 

together by launch day, when in our hearts we knew it 

would take a miracle. From this day forward, Flight Control 

will be known by two words: “Tough and Competent” . . . . 
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We will never again compromise our responsibilities . . . . 

Each day when you enter the room these words will remind 

you of the price paid by Grissom, White, and Chaffee. 

These words are the price of admission to the ranks of 

Mission Control. 

 

North American Aviation made changes to its top management and 

brought in a new team to run its Space Division. NASA replaced the 

Apollo Program Manager, Joseph Shea, with a new man from their own 

ranks, George Low, who became a pillar in the program during the 

pivotal years that followed. At the time of the accident, the flight 

schedule had projected a possible lunar landing before the end of 1968. 

This goal now appeared to be no more feasible than a pie in the sky, and 

Low and everyone else knew it. NASA was already nearly five years into 

the program and had yet to even get an Apollo Saturn V rocket off the 

launch pad.  

In June of 1967, Kennedy’s vision of landing a man on the moon 

before the end of the decade appeared to be fading fast.  
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“Your father had tremendous persistence . . . . He believed that 

the exploration of the universe must and will go on, that it is our 

destiny as children of God to keep seeking new challenges, 

asking new questions, finding new answers. He knew the 

farther we go, the more mysteries we encounter. But this only 

proved to him the infinite power and majesty of God.” 

— Ed White Sr.  

in a note to his grandson, Edward White III.  

10 

Apollo 4: Up from the Ashes 

If Apollo seemed complicated before the fire, it became even more so 

afterward. If NASA gave the impression of being hurried in late 1966, it 

gathered even more momentum in the months that followed.  

By the fall of 1967 the Apollo program had undergone a revival that 

by all accounts would have been unimaginable nine months earlier. The 

mammoth Saturn V rocket was the crowning achievement of rocket 

scientist Wernher von Braun and the heaviest mechanical device ever 

heaved into the atmosphere. Launching one, NASA officials knew, 

would make for stunning live television. 

Apollo 4 would be the first unmanned flight of the Saturn V launch 

vehicle. It would also be the first liftoff from Launch Complex 39, 

specifically built for the Saturn, and the first time a spacecraft would 

reenter the earth’s atmosphere at speeds approaching those of a lunar 

return trajectory. On its nose rested a spacecraft with newly designed 

features, including an improved heat shield and a new hatch. This list of 

firsts came with a total of 4,098 measuring and monitoring instruments 

onboard the rocket and the spacecraft. The Apollo 4 spacecraft would 

carry a mock-up of the lunar module (LM) which, for the purposes of this 

mission, would essentially serve as ballast.  

The stakes could not have been higher for a televised launch. The 

Saturn V rocket itself had yet to be fully tested. It was entirely possible 

that it would explode in an epic fireball on live television and become an 

unprecedented public relations nightmare. On the other hand, if the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unmanned_space_mission
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saturn_V
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kennedy_Space_Center_Launch_Complex_39
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mission succeeded, it would be the positive push forward the space 

agency needed. There was no middle ground and the people at the Flight 

Control Office—many of whom found themselves working around the 

clock—understood the consequences.  

Just prior to the Gemini 4 mission, Gene Kranz was promoted from 

the role of Assistant Flight Director to that of a full-fledged Flight 

Director and was now being inundated with a barrage of data and tasks 

for Apollo flights like nothing he had seen before. Concerned about 

assimilating so much data in his head, Kranz developed a scheme of 

indexed handbooks, one for each mission, in which he color coded and 

highlighted areas of critical constraints. He spent endless days and 

hours poring over the handbooks, even working evenings after his 

children had gone to bed. Since there was no electronic method of 

recording these at the time, they had to be laboriously hand written. His 

greatest fear as launch day approached was that he would lose one of 

the handbooks. To assure they were easy to spot, he tore pages of bikini-

clad women out of the Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition and glued 

them to the covers.  

The hours were long and the pace grueling for all NASA employees 

leading up to the day of the launch. Sy Liebergot, a lead flight controller, 

observed certain personnel exhibiting a “lack of clothing changes, weight 

loss, and late nights at the office.” Often people simply spent the night 

where they worked as they obsessed over “the tiniest detail of every 

aspect of the booster design.” The intensive hours and obsessive 

behavior led to a rash of divorces among many of the astronauts and 

NASA personnel. The driving force behind their obsession was the epic 

dimension of the project itself. It was an historic opportunity, something 

they never dreamed they would be a part of. 

“It was like we were chug-a-lugging a fine wine,” John Aaron told 

Flight Director Glynn Lunney.  

 

On November 9, 1967, at 7:00 a.m., the birds, reptiles, and animals of 

higher and lower order that gathered at the Florida Wildlife Game 

Refuge near the launch site received a tremendous jolt. When the five 

engines in the first stage of the Saturn V ignited, a man-made earth-

quake and shockwave erupted.  

Before a worldwide television audience of tens of millions, Apollo      

4 slowly lifted off the pad, taking a full twelve seconds just to clear the 

tower. The shockwaves radiating from the massive engines were far 
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more powerful than anticipated, shaking tiles and insulation from the 

ceiling of the press building five miles away where CBS news anchor 

Walter Cronkite and reporters from around the world gathered. As the 

rocket pitched over on its back and reached skyward, the Saturn V 

created the second loudest man-made explosion ever. Only a nuclear 

blast was louder. 

As the service module engine was fired, the spacecraft rocketed off 

at some 24,000 miles per hour. After several laps around the planet 

lasting four and a half hours, the engine was fired once again, sending 

the capsule back into the earth’s atmosphere. The heat shield performed 

as planned and the capsule splashed down on target in the Pacific 

Ocean, just north of Midway Island. Apollo was once again on its way to 

the moon. The entire ranks of NASA celebrated.  

“With this one mission,” Liebergot said, “the lunar program took a 

giant step forward.”  

 

Just a few months earlier in April 1967, Deke Slayton, Director of Flight 

Crew Operations, called a select group of astronauts together for an 

unforgettable meeting at the Manned Spacecraft Center in Houston. “The 

eighteen of you,” he said in his characteristically direct tone, “are going to 

fly the missions that get us to the moon, including the lunar landing.”  

It was a stunningly bold statement. Slayton wasn’t mincing words. 

He was putting the astronauts, and therefore the entire U.S. space 

program, on notice: a manned spaceflight was the only catalyst that 

would restore the program’s previous momentum. Yet the Apollo 

spacecraft was far from being ready for manned space flight. The lunar 

landing module, the “ugly, buggy, leggy lander” the astronauts would 

use to navigate their descent from the command module to the surface 

of the moon, was revealing itself to be riddled with enormous design and 

quality issues. 

The problems with the lunar lander were as unique as the 

spacecraft itself. Since it was designed to fly only in a weightless 

atmosphere, there was no way to test it on the ground since its spindly 

spider legs would collapse under its own weight. Strict weight limits 

could not be exceeded. The module had to be light enough to be pushed 

out of earth’s strong gravitational pull and then transported a quarter of 

a million miles into lunar orbit. Once undocked from the command 

module, it had to land on and launch from an airless world, making it 

the first “flying” machine without a rotor, a wing, or any other kind of 
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aerodynamic surface. Since there was no conceivable way to test it, you 

wouldn’t know if it worked on the moon until it did—or didn’t. Many of 

the problems with the lunar module were old-fashioned quality control 

issues. It was an extraordinarily complicated machine that was being 

“invented” at a pace that was outstripping the capacity of the engineers, 

designers, and contractors to build it. 

Delays with the lunar lander caused a bottleneck in the entire flight 

schedule. After four months of painstaking tests, it was finally shipped 

from the Grumman development lab to Cape Kennedy. But once again 

the sense of triumph was short-lived. The ascent engine on an identical 

lunar module undergoing test at the Grumman plant failed, and the 

entire assembly had to be sent back to the drawing board. Everyone at 

NASA understood there was still had a long way to go. 

Of all the problems Grumman experienced, the most forbidding was 

the persistent failure of the lunar module’s ascent engine—the rockets 

needed to launch the vehicle from the lunar surface to a command 

module orbiting overhead, which was the astronauts’ only ride home. It 

was the type of problem that played games with the mind. If the ascent 

engine failed, two astronauts would be left stranded on the moon for 

what remained of their very short lives, a terrifying possibility of which 

NASA, Grumman and every astronaut who aspired to walk on the moon 

were painfully aware. 

Nevertheless, in late January 1968, NASA prepared for yet another 

unmanned launch, Apollo 5, the purpose of which was to test the lunar 

module in earth orbit. Since the lunar spacecraft’s “legs” were not yet 

ready, Apollo 5 would fly without them. The lander would be 

windowless, as the windows too had failed during testing. But at least 

the retooled lunar descent and ascent engines could be tested in earth 

orbit and the lunar module control, guidance and environmental 

systems could be run through their paces, all in a fraction of a second 

with the lunar module still firmly affixed to the command module. The 

launch vehicle for the Apollo 5 flight would be the very Saturn 1B rocket 

mounted under Apollo 1 at the time of the fire. It had been undamaged 

in the fire at Launch Complex 34 and was reassembled at launch 

complex 37B for the Apollo 5 launch. 

“Naturally, those of us who were training for a lunar landing flight 

were very interested in the Apollo 5 mission,” said Buzz Aldrin.  

The challenge was understandable. NASA was trying to launch a 

vehicle the size and mass of a Navy destroyer with eleven new engines 

powered by new fuels, new pumps, and using new guidance.  
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Finally, on January 22, 1968, after six hours of delays, Apollo 5 was 

flung into lunar orbit along with its lunar module. Although the lunar 

module’s ascent and descent engines fired and shut down on command, 

it experienced a slew of software problems. As one problem was 

resolved, another sprung up in its place; and by mission’s end NASA 

officials had come to the inescapable conclusion that the lunar lander 

would not be ready for manned testing for the balance of the year. 

 

 

But steady progress was being made on other fronts, and by the spring 

of 1968 there was a gathering sense that, however slowly, the embryonic 

Apollo spacecraft was finally coming to full term. As development of the 

lunar module inched forward, the command and service modules were 

making giant strides. By winter the latter two were scheduled for an in-

space mission, along with a dummy lunar module, all of which would be 

stacked and launched on the nose of a Saturn V rocket. 

On April 4, 1968, the third unmanned rocket, Apollo 6, launched in 

a cataract of flame and thunderous noise. This time, however, the tele-

vision audience was virtually absent as news from Memphis, Tennessee, 

flooded the networks with reports that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had 

been shot and killed. Urban riots erupted throughout the country later 

that day. For the moment, Americans could not be bothered with the 

space race. The contrast between the ambitious race to another celestial 

world and the immediate tragic events on earth could not have been 

more stark. Project Apollo, the great technological, spiritual, and geo-

political endeavor, suddenly appeared strangely superfluous and out of 

step with reality. 

As though echoing the chaos on the streets of American cities, 

problems arose as Apollo 6 roared into the heavens. Shortly after take-

off, the unthinkable appeared to be happening. The massive Saturn V 

booster rocket began contracting and expanding like an “angry alligator” 

during its furious ascent. It looked like a runaway circus ride. After a 

long, white-knuckle moment, the problem subsided just as the space-

craft reached into space. 

Wernher von Braun and Chuck Casey, head of the Booster Flight 

Control Office, suspected that tons of liquid fuel rushing through the 

engines was burning unevenly, causing violent fore-and-aft contraction 

and expansion. The problem was so acute that the spacecraft headed for 

an elliptical orbit rather than its planned circular orbit. But the rocket 

held together and managed to foist its payload into space. Later, the 
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service module engine fired as planned and thrust the spacecraft into a 

higher orbit and it eventually ran through its paces. 

In spite of its many technical failures, Apollo 6 was viewed as a 

success. Ground control had averted disaster, and the mission itself had 

revealed a laundry list of critical flaws, all of which would be addressed 

before risking a human life in space. What mattered most was that 

another rung on the ladder to the moon had been cleared.  

By the summer of 1968, NASA was at long last ready to return to 

the dangerous business of sending men, rather than machines, into 

space.  
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“If you have been a fighter pilot for any length of time, you have 

seen your friends get killed—often. You build up a certain 

immunity. I flew with such men and knew them well, men 

whose faces I can no longer remember. They are frozen in time 

now as shadows in old group photos. My young brother Ken will 

always be the twenty-nine-year-old fighter pilot.” 

— Walt Cunningham, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 7  

11 

Apollo 7: Resurrection of Apollo 

Even twenty months after the fire, the shadow of Apollo 1 still hung 

heavily in the air. It didn’t go without notice that Apollo 7 Commander 

Walter (Wally) Schirra, Command Module Pilot Donn Eisele, and Lunar 

Module Pilot Walt Cunningham had been the backup crew for Grissom, 

White, and Chaffee. Schirra was a next-door neighbor and close friend of 

Grissom’s. He was also executor of Grissom’s will and knew that Gus 

would have wanted the Apollo program to move on. “If you’re sad, you 

mourn the loss,” Schirra said, “but you don’t wear the black arm band 

forever.” 

 

 

Schirra’s reputation as a jokester was well known within NASA, and his 

antics on an earlier Gemini 6 flight had come as no surprise. As the 

command pilot on the Gemini 6 mission, he and the pilot Tom Stafford 

were to perform the first ever space rendezvous. Frank Borman and Jim 

Lovell had launched seven days earlier and were already orbiting the 

earth in Gemini 7 in preparation for the rendezvous. Once in formation, 

the two Gemini capsules flew in close proximity for five hours, coming 

within a foot of each other but never touching. During the rendezvous, 

Schirra, a commissioned officer in the U.S. Navy, grinned and held up a 

sign to his window: “Beat Army,” for the benefit of Gemini 7 commander 

and West Point graduate Borman.  
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While it was all good fun and games, the competitiveness among the 

astronauts was nothing short of ferocious. “Like the guys sinking Wally 

Schirra’s mast,” said fellow astronaut Edgar Mitchell. According to 

Mitchell, Wally kept a cruiser anchored in Clear Lake, and the Original 

7 astronauts, with Shepard as the ringleader, arranged for the harbor 

master to haul Wally’s boat away and sink a mast right where his boat 

had been anchored. Shepard then asked the harbor master to call 

Schirra with the bad news: “Wally, I think you’d better come over here, 

there’s something wrong with your boat.” The seven were watching from 

behind the bushes when Schirra’s jaw dropped in disbelief at the sight of 

a sunken mast where his boat used to be.  

“I observed—but I wasn’t in on it,” Mitchell quickly added.  

 

As part of the crew being called upon to resurrect the program, Lunar 

Module Pilot Walt Cunningham sensed the growing anticipation. “As 

the public saw it,” he said, “the prior crew had been killed, Apollo was 

still trying to get off the pad, and we—the crew of Apollo 7—were the 

men entrusted with doing it, with getting the U.S. back into the game.” 

He noticed a renewed sense of purpose infusing the ranks of NASA. “My 

whole mood changed,” Cunningham said, “the confidence in my 

approach to problems, my daily rhythm. I slept better. Food tasted 

better. My wife looked better. For the first time around the office our 

crew was being envied instead of being envious.”  

Two days before launch, the media was given a preview of coming 

attractions: NASA rolled out the mammoth Saturn 1B onto Pad 34—the 

same pad Apollo 1 had burned on. “U.S. Prepares Moon Shot in 

December,” the New York Times announced in bold headlines. It was 

brilliant stagecraft. For the past several months rumors had circulated 

that a change in plans was in the works. Rumors held that the next 

mission, Apollo 8, was going to the moon. NASA officials would neither 

accept nor deny the rumors. A future mission to circle the moon, they 

said, was “a possibility.” Much depended on the success of Apollo 7. 

Schirra was fearless and known to attempt any tasks with unbridled 

exuberance. It was expected that his role as commander of Apollo 7 

would be no exception. On October 11, 1968, Schirra, Eisele, and Cunningham 

tore into the heavens. The launch was flawless. The crew of Apollo 7 and 

ground personnel, however, were in for the most frustrating mission to 

date. While the press celebrated the first manned flight of the Apollo 

spacecraft, the command module system was in the midst of enduring some 
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fifty “malfunctions,” including a nine-minute communications blackout. 

Fortunately, the mission called for nearly eleven days in space, which 

allowed NASA the time to painstakingly iron out each problem. What 

didn’t make it into the newspapers or TV were the difficulties and 

frustrations experienced by the crew.  

Schirra was one of NASA’s most experienced astronauts and the 

only one to have flown both Mercury and Gemini missions. He clearly 

felt the full weight of the program riding on a successful mission and as 

a result became more openly critical. Two weeks before the scheduled 

launch, Schirra announced that after this mission he was retiring from 

the astronaut corps, NASA, and the Navy. The announcement, he felt, 

freed him to say his piece. And that’s exactly what he did. Schirra’s 

third mission proved to be by far his most challenging. After a few hours 

in space he developed a bad head cold, which instantly took a toll on his 

energy and mood. While on the ground, a cold is merely an inconven-

ience. In space, it could become a mission-threatening ailment. 

By the third day, he began sneezing and blowing his nose. Within  

a short time the crew was stuffing used tissues in every unused nook 

and cranny they could find. Wally didn’t seem interested in conserving 

them, and Donn and Walt began to worry whether a tissue crisis would 

end the mission. 

As the flight continued, the crew’s mood quickly began to sour. 

Mission Control inadvertently exacerbated the problem with a growing 

list of tests for the crew to conduct. The three astronauts were confined 

in an enclosed space of some 250 cubic feet for eleven days, carrying out 

a to-do list that kept getting longer and longer. Throughout this 

seemingly never-ending ordeal, the crew was further aggravated by an 

inability to contain the commander’s nasal discharge in zero gravity.  

The endless number of tests was the result of a tightened schedule. 

NASA hadn’t attempted a manned mission in more than twenty months, 

and the next mission was tentatively slated just two months after the 

splashdown of the current one. This meant NASA had to cram a huge 

backlog of undone tests into this one flight. All the while, episodes of the 

mission were scheduled for live television, which only heightened 

tensions between Mission Control and the crew. A random dose of 

humor provided much needed relief from the tension. Donn Eisele 

reported an errant radio signal he was picking up: 

 

Eisele:  We have some music in the background. Is that you? 
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CapCom:  You must be picking up the twilight zone there. 

Eisele:  Is someone trying to plug in a radio program to us, or are we 

just picking that up spiritually? 

CapCom: That must be a spurious signal. No, we don’t have anything 

like that. 

Eisele:  OK, I’m getting a hot tip on some hospital insurance plan 

from some guy. 

CapCom:  Maybe they are trying to tell you something. 

Eisele:  Yeah. Maybe they know something I don’t. 

 

 

One of the unique contrivances of manned space travel was the 

manner in which the astronauts disposed of waste matter. A urine bag 

with a series of valves permitted the astronauts to dump the contents of 

the bag overboard.  

“Now that was something worth taking a picture of,” noted Walt 

Cunningham. If one off-loaded at sunset, he noted, the flecks of ice 

coming off the urine dump nozzle would look like a million stars and it 

would be impossible to take star sightings for about five minutes. “Of 

course,” he said, “it’s a real experience to see your own urine take on a 

cosmic quality in space.”  

And so it went, peaks and valleys, a little mischief, and occasionally 

a growing sense of the magnitude of the endeavor. But a crew adopts the 

mood of its commander, which in this case dampened the mood aloft and 

on the ground. Schirra was being particularly difficult, which surprised 

many, as this was a test flight and they were in fact, the test pilots. 

Here was the Apollo 7 mission commander railing on about this or that 

system and challenging any requests from the ground to deviate from 

the flight plan. Then Cunningham dismissed a test of the backup cooling 

system as a “Mickey Mouse” procedure. Mission Control was taken 

aback. They’d never experienced this kind of pointed rebellion and 

couldn’t quite fathom what the fuss was all about. All they could do was 

manage the situation from afar through diplomacy. 

Eventually the exchanges and insubordination became embar-

rassing. Glynn Lunney, the lead flight director, became so enraged by 

the astronauts’ conduct that he directed the flight controllers to target 

splashdown in the midst of a hurricane bearing down on Hawaii. Of 

course, that didn’t happen. According to Ed Buckbee, a senior public 
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affairs official and Schirra’s close friend, Wally was “utterly terrified of 

that capsule. It really bothered him.” Schirra had been the backup for 

his friend, Gus, and knew all too well it could have easily been him in 

the Apollo 1 spacecraft on that fateful day. 

Such exchanges spoke directly to the intense pressure that NASA in 

general, and the astronauts in particular, were under. Each mission was 

wildly more ambitious than the last and each packed with tests that had 

to be successfully completed in order to make possible the next mission. 

As if that were not enough, the missions themselves were to be broad-

cast on television. And everyone in the space program understood the 

profound importance of the media in the overall scheme of things. 

Given Schirra’s reputation for light-hearted antics, his behavior on 

board Apollo 7 was somewhat unexpected. On his earlier Gemini 

mission, Schirra attracted notoriety for playing “Jingle Bells” on a four-

hole Hohner harmonica he smuggled on board. Regardless, in spite of 

his messy illness, the camera was often rolling live as the commander 

managed to put forth a brave face. The crew of Apollo 7 not only 

broadcast the first televised moments from space, they broadcast nearly 

every day; and the effort proved immensely popular with TV viewers 

throughout the country. The broadcasts were dubbed “The Wally, Walt, 

and Donn Show.” On a placard floating in weightlessness the crew 

wrote: “Hello From The Lovely Apollo Room, High Above Everything.” 

Another read, “Keep those cards and letters coming, folks.” The public 

couldn’t get enough. This was the kind of rapport that was going to take 

NASA all the way to the moon. 

But these light-hearted public relations moments would not be the 

hallmark of Apollo 7. A few of the intemperate remarks even reached 

the media before the mission’s end. During a press conference a reporter 

asked Glynn Lunney: “I’ve covered sixteen flights . . . and I don’t recall 

ever finding a bunch of people up there growling the way these guys are. 

Now you’re either doing a bad job down here, or they’re a bunch of 

malcontents. Which is it?” 

“I would be a little hard pressed to answer that one,” was all Lunney 

would say.  

Meanwhile, each “morning” Schirra was marking off the days until 

their return to earth. The mission had become a physically and mentally 

agonizing ordeal, one he found himself staggering through day by day 

until the end of the flight. Gone was the sense of wonder and joy 

experienced during Ed White’s Gemini 4 spacewalk. Instead of 

communing with God, these men were just trying to get stuff done. “Our 
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universe,” Cunningham explained, “had contracted to the spacecraft and 

the mission in which we were immersed.”  

To make matters even more aggravating, their sleep schedules were 

at odds with their scheduled meals, causing them to awake to a meal of 

dinner instead of breakfast. In addition, they had been shorted one meal 

entirely. Fortunately, the bacon bites they stuffed in their space suits 

prior to liftoff made do for their final breakfast. 

As the end of the mission neared, Wally’s mood failed to improve. 

Due to his head cold, he didn’t want to wear a helmet during reentry for 

fear of damaging his ear drums, even though this was contrary to 

mission rules. Flight Operations Director Chris Kraft issued a direct 

order to Schirra: “Wear the helmet.”  

Wally’s response was equally direct and simple: “Go away.” Kraft 

was mortified. He’d never experienced anything like this before; there 

was nothing he believed in more strongly than order and discipline 

within the Astronaut Corps. 

Cunningham later described the mission as “a pressure cooker,” 

especially for Schirra. Even during less ambitious missions, he said, 

“NASA liked to get its money’s worth from every crew—and did.” 

Halfway through the Apollo 7 flight the crew had completed seventy-five 

percent of the mission’s objectives and by flight’s end had completed 

more tests than any other. 

Schirra had arranged a special celebration at splashdown to 

commemorate the mission’s success. Before liftoff he approached pad 

leader Guenter Wendt with the idea of smuggling onboard a small bottle 

of scotch. This was certainly something that management would not 

condone, so they proceeded with the utmost secrecy. Schirra secretly 

tested it in the altitude chamber during routine tests, wrapped it in 

Beta cloth, and decided where to stow it.  

Now, at splashdown, as the Apollo 7 capsule bobbed in the Pacific 

Ocean awaiting the recovery team, Wally broke out his tiny bottle of 

scotch and made a toast. During his post-flight physical, the medics 

would have no explanation for the traces of alcohol that showed up in 

his bloodstream. 

The first manned flight of the Apollo spacecraft had been, in Schirra’s 

words, a “101 percent success.” He was correct. Awaiting their arrival 

onboard the aircraft carrier U.S.S. Essex were hundreds of letters, 

cards, and telegrams from complete strangers, telling the crew of Apollo 

7 they had shared in their flight and how much it meant to them. For 

Schirra personally, Apollo 7 brought to a successful completion essen-
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tially the same mission previously assigned to his friend Gus Grissom—

a fitting tribute that assuaged the Apollo 7 crew in every sense.  

Jerry Bostick, working behind a console in Mission Control, knew 

better than most the demands placed on the crew.  

“It would remain an unsung mission,” he said. “They never have 

gotten the credit they deserve, because it was the most jam-packed 

flight plan we had ever flown.”  

But NASA still had a long way to go. By October 22, 1968, thirty-

eight human beings had been in space, yet none of them had been 

“across the abyss” to the moon. That was about to change. All that 

remained was what President Kennedy referred to as “the most 

hazardous and dangerous and greatest adventure on which mankind 

has ever embarked”—the half-million mile voyage to the moon and back. 

The drudgery of Apollo 7 had cleared the way for the grandeur of the 

ultimate goal. The next step up the celestial ladder would dwarf by far 

all previous missions in terms of sheer danger and brazenness. It would 

also dwarf all previous missions in terms of spiritual import.  

Three thousand miles away in Houston, Texas, three men now 

learned that they would be making the most ambitious spaceflight ever 

conceived. They would also see the world in a way no one ever had 

before—and they would share the view in a way that would stun all of 

humanity.  
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“When you see that puny little blob we live on from space, see its 

black nothingness, you think there isn’t room for all those 

people, some of whom even hate one another. A look at earth 

from space will change your scale of thought. It’s a very warm 

and inviting place. We thank God we are a part of it.” 

— William Anders, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 8 

12 

Apollo 8: Leap in Faith 

In the spring of 1968, George Low, the man brought in to help heal and 

resurrect the space agency in the wake of the fire, quietly made what 

some initially interpreted as a preposterous proposal. He wanted to send 

Apollo 8 around the moon. The problem, of course, was that the lunar 

lander still wasn’t ready and without it Apollo 8 was a mission without a 

purpose. Low’s idea was nothing if not bold. Why not send Apollo 8 

around the moon without the lunar lander? Why would Apollo 8 need to 

haul a lunar landing module if they weren’t even going to test it or land 

it on the moon? The beauty of Low’s plan was that it would grant NASA 

and Grumman engineers much-needed time to complete development of 

the lunar module without delaying the flight schedule. Meanwhile, it 

would allow the U.S. space program an entire mission devoted to 

developing the many critical procedures necessary for a successful 

circumlunar journey. 

“When I first heard of the plan,” Glynn Lunney said, “I thought it 

was crazy. Then I thought that maybe it was a workable idea, and then 

I thought it was brilliant. This process didn’t take me a week, a day, or 

even a few hours. It took something like a couple of minutes.” 

The issue remained unsettled until Flight Operations Director Chris 

Kraft called a surprise staff meeting in his office. Gene Kranz and team 

leaders from flight control gathered around the table as Kraft presented 

a synopsis of the missions up to that time.  
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“The lunar schedule is in trouble,” he said. “We must understand and 

fix the problems with the Saturn . . . . The [lunar module] is overweight 

and the software for its computer is not ready.” Then Kraft wanted to 

hear an airing on the Apollo 8 issue from his own people. 

What happened next exemplified the Apollo team at its finest: a 

brilliant staff collectively focusing on an issue, followed by open specu-

lation and argument that concluded with realistic alternatives. This 

brought Kraft back to Low’s plan as “a possible alternate sequence.” 

Within the month Low’s plan had been revised so that it was even 

more audacious. John Mayer, the chief of mission planning, had a 

conceptual plan drawn out that called for ten lunar orbits instead of a 

mere one-time figure-8, out-and-back flight. 

Many within NASA were skeptical. They worried that any 

circumlunar mission at this point crossed the fine line between the 

bold and the reckless, as it would require one “first” after another. 

The biggest first was in attempting trans-lunar injection (TLI) and 

leaving earth orbit. Another was navigating a distance of nearly a 

quarter-million miles. This would be the first time humans had ever 

escaped earth’s gravitational field, the first time humans communi-

cated over such vast distances, the first time they ever entered the 

gravitational field of another celestial body, and the first time they 

ever navigated on the far side of the moon. Each of the firsts made for 

challenges that could prove beyond the ability of the crew or Mission 

Control to overcome from over two hundred thousand miles. Gene Kranz, 

for one, was incredulous. “The decision to go to the moon with Apollo 8 

was being made before we had ever flown a manned Apollo spacecraft.” 

By April 1968, however, the decade had but twenty months of life 

remaining. Thus, many began to see Low’s plan as a prerequisite for 

making the deadline. The audacity of Low’s plan could not have been 

more jarring to NASA executives. When NASA Administrator James 

Webb was briefed on the plan, he reportedly said, “Are you out of your 

mind?” Webb was a political animal, not an engineer. Ever since the 

beginning of the Kennedy Administration, Webb had adeptly cultivated 

the agency’s rapport with Congress and kept the money flowing. After 

the fire he actually managed to get the NASA budget increased by $500 

million. Webb knew exactly the type of space disaster that could result 

from a hastily rearranged flight schedule. Moreover, the operational 

challenges were enormous and very real. Although Webb initially 

considered Low’s idea reckless, he promised to keep an open mind. 

Meanwhile, Low quietly lobbied NASA personnel.  
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Gene Kranz had yet to be convinced. “I recognized Low’s plan as a 

bold move that would let us get to the moon by the most direct path and 

buy us some badly needed schedule time . . . provided it worked.” Kranz 

claimed to have “mixed emotions” after learning of the proposal. 

“Personally I believed the best track to reach the moon was the current 

sequence. Low’s plan would heighten the risks.” But even the admittedly 

conservative Kranz understood its brilliance. “Apollo succeeded at 

critical moments like this,” he said, “because the bosses had no 

hesitation about assigning crucial tasks to one individual, trusting his 

judgment, and then getting out of his way.” Hard-line skeptics, however, 

echoed Webb’s concerns. 

In August 1968, Deke Slayton informed his men of the change in 

plans for Apollo 8. Jim McDivitt, Dave Scott and Rusty Schweickart were 

scheduled to be next in line. But Slayton had other plans. He wanted 

Frank Borman, Jim Lovell and Bill Anders. Lovell was excited at the 

prospect. Borman, a fighter pilot renowned for possessing a broad 

cautious streak, was to be the commander and was far more measured in 

his response. Bill Anders, the newcomer, accepted the assignment with 

mixed feelings. He was to be the lunar module pilot, but there would be 

no lunar module on the flight. His job, Lovell teased him, “was to sit there 

and look intelligent.” Lovell, as the command module pilot, would have 

his hands full navigating across the immense vacuum of deep space. 

By September, support for Low’s plan received a boost when a 

Russian spacecraft carrying a life-size mannequin made the journey 

around the moon and back on a free-return trajectory. Once again, 

NASA was caught off guard. Soon thereafter, the CIA received word 

that the Soviet Union was moving a spacecraft in place capable of 

carrying two men to the moon. Many in NAA questioned whether or not 

the Soviets were truly ready to chance a manned lunar mission so soon. 

No one knew for certain, but by now they had grown weary of being up-

staged once again by the Soviets. NASA watched and waited. Nothing 

happened. 

Shortly after learning of his Apollo 8 assignment, Jim Lovell went to 

his wife, Marilyn. The family had planned a vacation in Acapulco over 

the Christmas holiday, a vacation that had been repeatedly postponed 

over the past few years due to the enormous time demands of Lovell’s 

work. Once again he told her they wouldn’t be going to Acapulco or 

anywhere else over Christmas. 

“Why not?” she asked, deeply disappointed, as they had already told 

their four children and made reservations at the Las Brisas resort. 
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“I know, I know,” Lovell said. “But I thought Frank and Bill and I 

might go somewhere else instead.” 

“Like where?” she asked.  

“Oh, I don’t know,” Lovell replied. “Maybe the moon.” 

Marilyn Lovell, a woman of deep faith and a veteran of her hus-

band’s two Gemini spaceflights, was accustomed to the anxiety that 

comes with being an astronaut’s wife. He had, after all, spent more time 

in space than any other human being. But with this latest news, she felt 

herself tremble. She’d been waiting for years to hear her husband say 

that he was going “to the moon.” Now that he actually was, she felt a 

deep sense of dread. 

This voyage, she understood, would be different from all the rest. 

 

The changes in the mission plans for Apollo 8 necessitated a change in 

the timing and location of splashdown. The capsule was now slated to 

splash into the Pacific just after Christmas day and a recovery vessel 

would need to be spotted nearby.  

American military forces were engaged in a bloody, unpopular war 

in Vietnam, and the Navy was planning to grant much-needed Christ-

mas leave to as many sailors as possible. In order to arrange for the 

necessary naval resources and manpower needed to recover the capsule, 

NASA would need the cooperation of the commander in charge of the 

Pacific Fleet. 

The task of arranging this fell to Chris Kraft. In Hawaii, he 

addressed an amphitheater teeming with captains, admirals, and 

generals from every branch of the military. The man whose assistance 

he truly needed was Admiral John McCain, father of a fighter pilot 

being held as a prisoner of war in Hanoi. Without Admiral McCain’s 

cooperation, all manner of glitches would spring up. In light of the 

ongoing war, Kraft sensed that it was going to be a tough sell. Men who 

had earned and were in desperate need of shore leave were not going to 

get it, at least not this Christmas.  

“Neither before nor since have I stood in front of that kind of high-

powered audience,” Kraft said. “McCain’s eyes only left my face to look 

at my charts and graphs. I don’t remember many of my exact words. I 

simply ran through the mission and told him what we wanted to do. I 

know that I stressed the importance of the flight and its risks, and that the 

greatness of the United States of America was about to be tested in space. 
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“Then I got to the real point: ‘Admiral, I realize that the Navy has 

made its Christmas plans and I’m asking you to change them. I’m here 

to request that the Navy support us and have ships out there before we 

launch and through Christmas. We need you.’” 

There was complete silence in the room for maybe five seconds.  

“McCain was smoking this big long cigar, and all of a sudden he 

stood up and threw it down on the table.” 

Kraft braced himself for an angry response. 

“Best damn briefing I’ve ever had,” McCain announced. “Give this 

young man anything he wants.”  
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“Say something appropriate.” 

— NASA instructions for the Apollo 8 Christmas Eve broadcast 

 

“In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth, and 

the earth was without form, and void.” 

— Frank Borman, Commander, Apollo 8 

Reading from Genesis 1 

13 

Shooting the Moon 

Chris Kraft set the crew’s odds of survival at fifty-fifty—a coin toss. And 

he wasn’t being unduly pessimistic. “It took a lot of nerve to do Apollo 

8,” he said. “The biggest thing about Apollo 8 that I was impressed with 

was that the country let us do it.”  

As Susan Borman, wife of Apollo 8 Commander Frank Borman, put 

it, “We knew that the Russians were hell-bent to do the same thing, and 

by golly we were going to get there first. But I didn’t really think they 

would get back. I just didn’t see how they could. Everything was for the 

first time. Everything.”  

Borman’s wife had known all along what lay ahead, but she hadn’t 

expected it to happen on such short notice. When her husband came 

home and announced that he had just signed up for the moon shot, she 

was aghast. “And this is August, you haven’t tested the capsule yet,” she 

said. “December, that’s what, three some odd months? But usually you 

train for a year . . . . To the moon?”  

During the run-up to launch, excitement continued to build. For the 

first time in history, humans were poised to depart from earth and 

venture out to another world. The crew was cast into the media 

spotlight and celebrated by a fascinated public. “These three brave men 

are the Columbuses of space,” the New York Times wrote.  

For four months the flight crew of Apollo 8 and their ground crew 

trained relentlessly. “It compressed everything that we were doing,” Com-

mander Borman said. “It compressed building the software in the com-

puters to go to the moon. It compressed measuring the instrumentation 
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that we looked at in the spacecraft. And we convinced ourselves . . . . 

‘Okay, we’re now ready to go, we think we can do the flight control, we 

think we can do the computers, we’re satisfied the spacecraft is going to 

work, so let's get ready and go.’”  

On December 21, 1968, the countdown to one of the greatest 

moments in exploration began. The first manned lunar flight, Apollo 8, 

was scheduled to travel over 230,000 miles into space, orbit the moon 

ten times, and safely return home. As the Apollo 8 crew embarked upon 

their six-day mission, they left behind a deeply troubled planet. Through 

1968, America had suffered through one shock after another. On top of 

the escalating war in Vietnam and virulent anti-war protests, came the 

assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and on its heels, the 

assassination of presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy.  

The mission would provide a welcome reprieve from the social 

chaos—provided everything went well. Within minutes of ignition, the 

rocket would fling them out of the grip of earth’s gravity and the crew of 

Apollo 8 would be farther from their home planet than anyone had ever 

been. The only thing that lay between the crew and the infinity of space 

was the moon. Not only was the moon their destination, it was also their 

ticket home, since the moon’s gravity would provide the celestial pull that 

would keep the spacecraft from flying straight past the moon into oblivi-

on. On the downside, it could also pull the spacecraft into its rocky surface.  

Immediately after launch the spacecraft would orbit the earth twice, 

then fire the rocket that would send it moonward. Some three days later 

it would arrive. If the crew of Apollo 8 could enter the moon’s 

gravitational field slowly enough so as not to fly past the moon, yet fast 

enough not to slam into it, they would enter that blessed state called 

lunar orbit. The technological challenges for pulling this off were 

formidable. Many things had to go right—and absolutely nothing wrong. 

It would be impossible for Mission Control to determine the exact 

position of the spacecraft at any particular moment, and they would lose 

contact with the spacecraft altogether as it passed behind the moon. 

They would have no idea as to its success or failure until it re-emerged 

on the front side. So Chris Kraft was hardly exaggerating the dangers of 

the mission at fifty percent odds. The wives and families of the three 

men understood well the risk of the upcoming six-day mission. 

“We’d say how proud we were,” Susan Borman later confided, “how 

confident we were, and then I’d go back in the house and kick a door in. 

I thought, ‘They’re rushing it, they’re leap-frogging . . . . This time it’s 

not just another test flight.’” 
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The other astronauts’ wives tried to camouflage the same jagged 

emotions. 

“As much as I tried to hide my fears,” Marilyn Lovell said, “it wasn’t 

easy on any of us—especially the older children, who understood what 

was happening.” 

“We were very aware,” said Valerie Anders, “that when we said 

‘goodbye,’ it could be goodbye.”  

But in the business of space exploration, peril walked hand-in-hand 

with progress. As 1968 came to an end, NASA was finally prepared to 

take one giant stride after another on its way to the moon. If all went 

well on Apollo 8, NASA flight planners believed they would be able to 

put two men on the lunar surface within seven months.  

 

Flying to the moon had been a dream as old as mankind itself. That the 

country was now poised to actually fulfill that dream seemed miraculous 

to people around the world. This sense dovetailed with certain poignant 

aspects of the Apollo 8 mission. 

“We found out that we were going to burn into lunar orbit Christmas 

Eve,” Jim Lovell said. “All three of us decided that this would be a 

significant time to say something. But what can we say? We tried new 

verses to ‘The Night before Christmas’ and ‘Jingle Bells,’ but nothing 

really seemed appropriate.”  

“We wanted to do something not so much religious,” Bill Anders 

said, “as something to give them sort of a shock in the psychological 

solar plexus, to help them remember Apollo 8 and humankind’s first 

venture from the earth.”  

It was a riddle all three astronauts became intent on solving as they 

prepared for the mission. On the morning of December 21, 1968, the 

Apollo 8 spacecraft stood within a matrix of lights in the ambient pre-

dawn darkness. Tens of thousands of spectators from around the world 

descended upon the Cape to witness the launch. Around 5:30 a.m. the 

crew boarded the command module. NASA personnel closed the hatch, 

gave a thumbs-up, and sealed the three astronauts inside. All three men 

wondered if they were actually going to launch or if a bit of ratty tele-

metry data might appear on someone’s console in Mission Control that 

would scrub the mission. In the astronaut corps, nothing was taken for 

granted. Nothing was ever assumed to happen until it had actually 

happened.  
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For the next two hours all systems were checked. In the final five 

minutes the access arm to the tower swung away. At T-minus sixty 

seconds, thousands of tons of super-cooled fuel was pressurized and the 

rocket stood poised for the heavens. With ten seconds remaining, the 

astronauts sensed a jolt as the booster rocket came to life. Only then did 

they realize they really were headed for space. Intent on the console 

monitor in front of him, Dick Profitt, the Cape launch controller, began 

the final count down, “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six . . .” Then came the 

final confirmation: “. . . ignition.”  

The massive Apollo 8 spacecraft slowly—almost tentatively—rose, 

lurching in a perfectly vertical column, slowly lifting skyward as it 

strained to clear the tower; and the Saturn V rocket became a fire-

snorting dragon. The intense shaking took them by surprise, as it was 

something the crew hadn’t experienced in the static confines of the 

ground simulator. Only seconds after Profitt announced liftoff, the 

massive Apollo 8 spacecraft was climbing through tiers of the 

atmosphere. One minute after launch, the missile went hypersonic—

seven times the speed of sound. 

Over the course of the next three hours, Apollo 8 circled the earth 

twice while the crew checked and rechecked the status of the systems. 

Beyond the window loomed the blue and white immensity of the earth, a 

mesmerizing sight to Anders, who had never before been in space. To 

Borman and Lovell, however, the view and sensation of weightlessness 

were familiar from the fourteen-day marathon flight they endured 

together three years earlier on Gemini 7. When Lovell caught a glance of 

Anders looking out the window, he abruptly suggested that he get back 

to business. Anders returned to the never-ending mission checklist, but 

his eyes were constantly tempted by the stunning beauty just outside 

the window. 

For the next two hours the systems performed flawlessly as the 

spacecraft silently wheeled 115 miles above the earth. Then, as 

thousands in NASA listened intently, CapCom Mike Collins transmitted 

the official go ahead for translunar injection. 

“Apollo 8, Houston . . . . You are Go for TLI.” 

The engines came to life as the spacecraft directed for a trajectory 

that would send it into the void of space. Mission Control tracked their 

progress as they headed into deep space, accelerating to an incredible 

speed and suddenly morphing into a star as they bulleted out of earth’s 

atmosphere.  
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“You’re looking good here,” Collins told the crew of Apollo 8, “right 

down the old center line.” 

 

Americans came home from church on Sunday, December 22, 1968, to 

watch the NFL playoffs between the Baltimore Colts and the Minnesota 

Vikings. The game was being broadcast on CBS, and the entire country, 

it seemed, was riveted. On any other Sunday, Commander Frank 

Borman onboard Apollo 8 would have been in the congregation of St. 

Christopher Episcopal Church in League City, Texas. This day, the 

fourth Sunday in Advent, however, he was on his way to the moon. On 

board was something Borman initially argued against bringing—a 

television camera. It weighed twelve pounds, and as Borman explained, 

“We were cutting out everything,” including extra meals, each of which 

weighed a mere sixteen ounces, and now NASA wanted them to take a 

twelve-pound camera. He also didn’t want the distraction of live 

television during such a dangerous mission. But NASA officials were 

insistent. The pictures, everyone knew, would be spectacular. In the end 

Borman relented.  

During day two in space, the crew did a bit of housekeeping and 

prepared the camera for their first broadcast. A moment later, back on 

earth, CBS interrupted the playoff game for what they hoped would be 

the first-ever live broadcast from deep space. A picture of the home 

planet, greatly diminished in size from such a distance, had been 

planned, but problems with the lens prevented it. Instead, audiences 

saw Borman at the controls of the spacecraft, Jim Lovell conducting star 

sightings and wishing his mother happy birthday, and a few antics by 

Anders playing with his toothbrush in weightlessness. When coverage of 

the playoff game resumed, CBS headquarters was inundated with 

complaints about the interruption. 

The outbound journey to the moon was off to an uncertain start in 

more ominous ways. Borman, the first crew member scheduled for sleep, 

had to resort to taking a sleeping pill, which brought about a vague, 

unsatisfying rest. He “woke up” feeling sick to his stomach and 

announced that he was about to lose his lunch. His crewmate Anders 

described the incident in painful detail: “The one nice thing about being 

on earth,” Anders said, “if someone gets sick, it lands on the floor. In 

zero-gravity it floats around.” Which is what it did.  

Borman was reluctant to inform Houston of his illness because he 

didn’t want it becoming worldwide news. Anders urged him to do so 
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anyway, which led to a disconcertingly long discussion among NASA 

physicians. Incredibly, the doctors raised the possibility of aborting the 

mission. If it were a flu virus, they argued, it was only a matter of time 

before the rest of the crew also became ill. But the spacecraft couldn’t 

simply stop, turn around, and head back to earth. The only way home 

was around the moon, and trimming twenty hours off of the total flight 

time wouldn’t solve much of the problem. The discussion was finally 

dropped when Borman recovered. 

Twenty-four hours after the first broadcast, the crew of Apollo 8 

passed the invisible gravitational divide between the earth and the 

moon. At this point the spacecraft was no longer pushing away from the 

earth, but rather falling toward the moon. In another twelve hours they 

would fire the spacecraft’s engine while flying “backward,” slowing it 

down just enough to enter lunar orbit. They were aiming for a narrow 

and invisible seam that lay just sixty-nine miles above the jagged 

mountains and valleys of the moon. 

On the morning of Christmas Eve, Apollo 8 was given a Go for lunar 

orbit and passed into radio silence behind the moon. The next several 

minutes of the mission would prove to be emotionally agonizing for the 

families of the Apollo 8 crew. If the mission were to fail, now, it seemed, 

was when it was most likely to happen. NASA had never before placed a 

manned spacecraft into lunar orbit, and the margin of error was 

exceedingly thin.  

Just before the spacecraft curved behind the moon and lost radio 

contact with earth, Susan Borman asked the CapCom, astronaut Jerry 

Carr, to send her husband a special message. Carr agreed. 

“The custard is in the oven at 350,” Carr reported to Borman.  

“No comprendo,” was Frank’s reply to Carr. However, after a 

moment of silence, he added: “Roger.” 

Susan Borman knew that her husband understood the message. It 

was an old line from his days as a test pilot at Edwards Air Force Base. 

It had to do with the division of labor that made their family life unique 

and had come to define their respective roles. Frank told Susan, “You 

worry about the custard and I’ll worry about the flying.” Each was doing 

what had to be done, and now Borman’s job was to get home from the 

other side of the moon. At 3:59 a.m. Houston time, Apollo 8 slipped 

behind the moon. If all went well, they would emerge again in exactly 

thirty-six minutes. 

“Thanks a lot, troops,” Anders said in farewell to the people at 

Mission Control. 
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“We’ll see you on the other side,” Lovell added. 

Shortly after losing communications with Mission Control, the Apollo 

8 retro-fired its engine for four full minutes, slowing the spacecraft’s 

speed to a mere 3,700 miles per hour and lowering their altitude above 

the lunar surface. They were now alone, completely unable to commu-

nicate with Mission Control. Houston wouldn’t know of their fate until 

the spacecraft did or did not emerge from behind the moon. 

 

Meanwhile, in the sleepy Houston suburb of Timber Cove, a black Rolls 

Royce limousine wound through the row of small ranch houses on Lazy 

Wood Lane. It slowed to a stop in front of the Lovells’ home. The driver 

emerged carrying a large box in royal blue wrapping paper decorated 

with two Styrofoam balls—one representing the earth, the other the 

moon. Prior to the launch, Jim Lovell had become acutely aware of the 

anxiety the mission had placed on his wife and family. Inside the box 

was a mink coat with a note: “To Marilyn, from the Man on the Moon.”  

Marilyn Lovell’s own personal Santa was 230,000 miles away on a 

sleigh ride to the moon.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_blue
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Styrofoam
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“For all the people on earth, the crew of Apollo 8 has a message 

we would like to send you . . .” 

— William Anders, Commander, Apollo 8 

1968 Christmas Eve broadcast from the Apollo 8 spacecraft 

14 

Christmas Eve 

The moon lay on its back in a perfect crescent when people in the 

unclouded regions of the world looked up at the night sky on Christmas 

Eve, 1968. For the crew of Apollo 8, the view was very different. 

As the spacecraft slipped behind the moon, the eyes of the crew fell 

upon a vast region of a world that has never been visible from the earth. 

It was a strangely clear sight no other human beings had ever directly 

beheld. From the tiny window the crew could easily see the details of 

impact craters that were hundreds of miles away. There was nothing to 

diminish the resolution of the perfectly etched scars on the landscape of 

this desolate world, nothing to impair the vision of the human eye, as 

the moon has no atmosphere. Distant objects were as clearly visible to 

the astronauts as those nearer objects directly beneath them. “We had 

our noses pressed to the glass,” Jim Lovell said. “It was really an 

amazing sight.”  

As the spacecraft emerged from the far side of the moon, commun-

ications with Mission Control resumed, eliciting raucous cheers from the 

crowds gathered around the consoles. After all these many years, after 

the fire that claimed three comrades, after this Herculean national 

effort, an American spacecraft was finally orbiting the moon. For the 

crew, the joy came in the form of relief that another burn had gone off 

without a problem, that they were still alive. 

But the emotional relief was soon replaced with complete awe. It 

was then, just as they emerged from the back side of the moon, that they 
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were struck by the most stunning sight any of them had ever witnessed. 

Suspended just above the gray lunar horizon was a beautiful blue and 

white sphere. The contrast with the bleakness of the moon was 

astonishing. When Lovell saw it, he directed Anders, “Go get the 

cameras.” They were not scheduled for photography at that point, but 

this was a site that had to be captured. Anders, whose utter enchant-

ment with the beauty of earth from space had glued him to the capsule 

window, hurriedly snapped a photograph of the small jeweled marble 

earth as it rose into view over the crusty edge of the moon, capturing 

“Earthrise,” a photograph that would forever alter mankind’s view of 

our planet and our place in the universe.  

As breathtaking as the view was, it also underscored the exceedingly 

precarious nature of their personal safety; these three men were farther 

from their home than earthlings had ever been. For the next twenty 

hours and nine orbits, the crew surveyed the lunar surface, searching 

for potential landing sites for future missions. Then they began naming 

various features of the moon after the people who had been 

instrumental in taking man to the moon. They named features after Gus 

Grissom, Roger Chaffee and Ed White. They named one after 

Christopher Kraft.  

Lovell took the mike and narrated a description of the lunar surface, 

reporting, “The view at this altitude is tremendous. There is no trouble 

picking out features we learned on the map.” Lovell’s job while in lunar 

orbit was to study the lunar surface from the perspective of navigation, 

to verify that their lunar charts were accurate and could be used to 

locate future lunar landing locations, such as the Sea of Tranquility, the 

crater Taruntius, and the mountains that skirted both.  

“The mountain range has got more contrast, because of the sun 

angle,” he noted. Then he inexplicably added, “I can see the initial point 

right now—Mount Marilyn.” 

At Mission Control, Mike Collins responded, “Roger,” though he had 

no idea what Lovell was referring to, as his knowledge of the area around 

the Sea of Tranquility included no such mountain. And until Lovell arrived 

there, that had been true. Ancient astronomers had never seen Mount 

Marilyn with their earthbound telescopes. NASA hadn’t given it a name 

when their unmanned probes had photographed it. And neither Borman 

nor Anders had noted such a feature when they studied the maps prior to 

launch. But just as he promised her, Lovell had brought his wife, Marilyn, 

with him to the moon. Even if some scientific institution might not consider 

the name Mount Marilyn official, it was now that mountain’s name.  
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Lovell had chosen shrewdly. Located on the edge of the Sea of 

Tranquility just east of the Apollo 11 lunar landing site, Mount Marilyn 

would be a reference point on maps used by Armstrong and Aldrin 

during their historic approach six months later. In fact, they would fly 

directly over it as they came in for a landing.  

 

In Houston, all eyes and ears were focused on every word, every maneuver. 

“Oh, I was fortunate,” Gene Kranz said. “I was probably the most 

fortunate person in Mission Control, because I wasn’t working the 

mission. And I was absolutely mesmerized by what was going on . . . . 

And then the thing that really came down and grabbed me was the crew 

would describe the surface as they saw it. They would describe the back 

side, and then they started naming surface features for the people they 

thought got them there. The gurus and the Krafts, and you know, then 

their names, their portions, astronauts and the pioneers who had died 

on the way to the moon. And you sit there and you say, my God, I’m glad 

I’m a spectator at this thing as opposed to having to do something 

because I got so involved in what the crew was saying.”  

After another engine was fired to alter Apollo 8’s orbit at the start of 

the third orbit, Borman asked Mission Control if a man by the name of 

Rod Rose was there. 

Rose was expecting the call. He and Borman had been quietly 

working on a special task. The men were neighbors in El Lago and both 

were members of the vestry of the local St. Christopher Episcopal 

Church. Two Sundays before Apollo 8 blasted off, Borman learned that 

he was on the duty list as lay reader for the Christmas Eve communion, 

and he wanted to do something special to mark the occasion. 

Knowing that he would be circling the moon at that time, Borman 

arranged to deliver his scheduled reading from lunar orbit, which would 

be recorded and later played for the congregation by Reverend Jim 

Buckner during the St. Christopher Episcopal Church service on 

Christmas Eve. The selection for Borman’s reading was the Prayer for 

Vision, Faith and Works by G. F. Weld. Rose had given a copy of the 

prayer to Borman. 

“We decided to call it ‘Experiment P1,’” Rose said, “and Frank 

agreed to give me one lunar orbit notice before he read the prayer so 

the recording could be finalized.” 

Now, a few minutes after Borman’s call, CapCom Mike Collins replied, 

“Rod Rose is sitting up in the viewing room. He can hear what you say.” 
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“I wonder if he is ready for Experiment P1?” Borman asked. 

“He says thumbs up on P1,” Collins replied. 

When Collins gave the go-ahead, Borman continued: “Okay. This is 

to Rod Rose and to the people at St. Christopher’s, actually to people 

everywhere. 

Give us, O God, the vision which can see Thy love in the 

world in spite of human failure. Give us the faith, the 

trust, the goodness in spite of all our ignorance and 

weakness. Give us the knowledge that we may continue to 

pray with understanding hearts, and show us what each of 

us can do to set forth the day of the universal peace. 

Amen.  

 

“Amen,” Collins replied. 

“I was supposed to lay read tonight and I couldn’t quite make it,” 

Borman explained.  

“Roger, I think they understand,” Collins said. 

So concluded the first prayer broadcast from space. But it was their 

second broadcast on Christmas Eve during their final orbit around the 

moon that would amaze the entire world.  

 
Prior to lift off, the crew of Apollo 8 knew they wanted to do something 

special for the scheduled Christmas broadcast. When queried, NASA 

officials had merely told them: “You’ll have a TV appearance on 

Christmas Eve. You’re going to be seen by more people than anybody, 

witnessed by more people than anyone has ever seen before, and you’ve 

got to be prepared.” 

“Well, what do you want us to do?” Borman asked.  

The response he received from NASA Public Affairs Chief, Julian Scheer, 

was elegant in its simplicity: “Say something appropriate.”  

Borman was amazed at the latitude he and his crew were being 

given by NASA. So in the midst of preparing for their mission, the crew 

attempted to come up with just that. But what, exactly, would be 

appropriate? Here was an utterly unprecedented occasion—and it came 

with its own unique set of complications.  

“Almost the whole world would be listening to us on Christmas Eve,” 

Lovell said. “But the whole world does not consist of Christians.” They 

wanted to say something that would be meaningful to a majority of the 

people on earth. Borman and Anders concurred. 
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As they hashed over various ideas, Anders proposed that it shouldn’t 

be “so much a religious reading, but more of a significant statement that 

not just Christians and Jews would understand, but that all people of 

all religions would react to in a deep and moving way to help them 

remember this event of exploration.”  

The answer finally came to the crew in a most circuitous fashion. 

During an intensely busy run-up to the mission, even though the mission 

was unprecedented in complexity, the crew had been given only a third of 

the time typically allotted to prepare. Instead of the standard full year of 

training, the Apollo 8 crew had only four months. As a result, every hour 

was spoken for. And yet as the number of days until launch dwindled and 

each day of the upcoming voyage came into sharper focus, they came to 

understand more fully the gravity of the Christmas Eve broadcast. 

Borman was in the midst of training for one of the most critical 

aspects of the mission when he was informed of the scheduled 

Christmas Eve broadcast. In fact, he was learning the procedures for a 

blazingly fast reentry from the moon into earth’s atmosphere at 25,000 

miles per hour. Instead of distracting himself with what would be 

“appropriate” for the telecast, he mentioned it to a friend, Si Bourgin. 

Bourgin, who Borman described as “a sensitive, intellectual guy,” didn’t 

have an answer at hand. He did, however, mention the challenge to a 

journalist by the name of Joe Laitin. Laitin didn’t have any suggestions 

either, but he happened to mention it to his wife, Christine, who is 

reported to have said, “Well, why don’t they just read from the book of 

Genesis?” 

Something about the suggestion seemed right to Laitin, and over the 

course of the next few days it made its way from Laitin to Bourgin to 

Borman, who in turn shared it with Lovell and Anders. This, they 

agreed, was “something appropriate.” Without telling anyone what they 

intended to do, the first ten verses of the book of Genesis, the Creation 

Story, were typed onto fireproof paper and inserted into Bill Anders’ 

mission checklist log. Knowing that space and weight limitations on this 

flight wouldn’t allow for a full printed copy of the Bible with them, this 

would have to do. So the first ten verses of the Bible made their way into 

the flight plan of the first mission to the moon. 

 

A few weeks and a quarter-million miles later, the checklist now hung in 

weightlessness as the Apollo 8 spacecraft flew its next-to-last revolution 

around the moon. The crew did a bit of housecleaning, since the cabin 
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itself would be the setting for the largest television audience in history. 

The telecast opened with live pictures of the earth and moon as seen 

from the command module. A few hours earlier at Mission Control, the 

giant screen of the earth suddenly vanished and in its place was the 

moon. For the first time ever, the ground crew was tracking the trajec-

tory of a spacecraft around a celestial body other than the earth. The 

effect was overwhelming. A sign above the viewing room’s glass parti-

tion began flashing “Quiet Please.”  

“Welcome from the moon, Houston,” Lovell said. 

Anders then pointed the television camera at the earth. 

“What you’re seeing,” he said as the camera rolled, “is a view of the 

earth above the lunar horizon. We’re going to follow along for a while 

and then turn around and give you a view of the long, shadowed terrain.” 

Frank Borman continued with his narration, remarking that the 

moon “certainly would not be a very inviting place to live and work.” 

“The vast loneliness is awe-inspiring,” Lovell said, “and it makes you 

realize just what you have back there on earth.” A moment later, Anders 

turned to the typed words inserted in the flight plan. 

“For all the people on earth, the crew of Apollo 8 has a message we 

would like to send you.” 

NASA had no idea what to expect.  

Just before they slipped behind the moon, in what was the most 

watched television broadcast to date, Anders began the reading that 

would captivate the world and grip those in Mission Control in awe-

struck silence:  

“In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. 

And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness 

was upon the face of the deep. 

And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. 

And God said, Let there be light: and there was light. 

And God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided 

the light from the darkness.” 

 

In an airport bar in Houston, Si Bourgin noticed the room suddenly 

fell silent. All eyes were on the grainy black-and-white image on the 

television screen.  

In Washington, Joe and Christine Laitin lay in bed awestruck. Joe 

looked at his wife in disbelief. “That’s the script I wrote!” 

Christine looked back at him with a laugh. “You wrote?”  
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Back in the Apollo 8 command module, Anders now paused and passed 

the flight plan to Lovell, who continued the reading:  
 

And God called the light Day, and the darkness he called 

Night.  

And the evening and the morning were the first day. 

And God said, Let there be a firmament in the midst of 

the waters, and let it divide the waters from the waters. 

And God made the firmament, and divided the waters which 

were under the firmament from the waters which were 

above the firmament: and it was so. 

And God called the firmament Heaven. And the evening 

and the morning were the second day. 

 

Lovell then passed the flight plan to Frank Borman, who closed the 

reading:  

And God said, Let the waters under the heavens be 

gathered together unto one place, and let the dry land 

appear: and it was so. 

And God called the dry land earth; and the gathering 

together of the waters called He seas: and God saw that it 

was good. 

 

Borman then bade the entire planet farewell: 

And from the crew of Apollo 8, we close with good night, 

good luck, a Merry Christmas, and God bless all of you—

all of you on the good earth. 

 

Astronaut Gene Cernan had spent most of that day at Mission 

Control and was enraptured. “It made us feel as though we were all 

present at the creation of a new age,” he said. It was a masterful touch. 

Afterward, Cernan and his wife left for a midnight mass at a little 

chapel at Ellington Air Force Base. 

Walter Cronkite, a CBS television journalist who thought he had 

seen it all, was similarly moved.  
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“You know, I’m afraid that my first reaction was, ‘Oh, this is a little 

too much, this is a little too dramatic.’ I might even have thought, ‘This 

is a little corny.’ But by the time Borman had finished reading that 

excerpt from the Bible, I admit that I had tears in my eyes. It was really 

impressive and just the right thing to do at the moment. Just the right 

thing.” 

Gene Kranz was in Mission Control but off duty. “When they read 

from the book of Genesis, I cried,” Kranz said. “And that’s all there is 

to it.”  

TV Guide estimated that a billion or more people from around the 

globe watched the broadcast—nearly one in three of the 3.5 billion 

people on earth.  

 

The mission’s tenth and final lunar orbit came on Christmas morning. 

To jettison out of lunar orbit and begin their long journey home, the 

crew fired the main engine, which once again brought a degree of 

anxiety among the crew and ground personnel. By now, however, there 

was much greater confidence in both the spacecraft and the retrofire 

engine that would get them home. Yet the possibility of a disastrous 

malfunction still hung in the air. 

Meanwhile, back on earth, Rod Rose grabbed the recordings and 

headed to St. Christopher Episcopal Church with tapes of the prayer 

Borman had recorded and the Genesis reading. As the service was in 

progress, Apollo 8 swung behind the moon for the last time. For Flight 

Operations Director Chris Kraft, it was the tensest time in his entire 

tenure with the NASA manned space program.  

Flight simulation supervisor Dick Koos was the resident expert at 

dreaming up hair-raising simulated flight failures on the ground, but 

this time the mission was for real. “It was at that point,” Koos said, 

“that you really begin to realize it’s no longer an academic enterprise. 

There are real guys up there in that thing. That’s when your knees begin 

shaking.”  

On the back side of the moon the engine was ignited and the Apollo 

8 command module came roaring back to life. Back on earth, Mission 

Control sat in silence in the midst of the communications blackout, 

waiting for Apollo 8 to re-emerge from behind the moon. As the minutes 

and seconds ticked by, flight controllers stood up and nervously began 

walking around the room.  

Finally, an anxious flight director could take it no longer. 
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“Look, you guys,” Chris Kraft announced over the intercom, “do 

what you want to do, but I’m going to sit here and I want to pray a little 

and I’d like to have it quiet here because this is one hell of a tense 

moment for me and those guys in the spacecraft. So, for God’s sake, be 

quiet for me.” 

The room immediately fell silent. Astronaut Ken Mattingly was the 

CapCom for reentry. In the background hung the echo of his repeated 

transmissions: 

“Apollo 8, Houston . . .”  

“Apollo 8, Houston . . .”  

No response. 

After a few tense moments, a voice crackled through the headset.  

“Houston, Apollo 8. Over,” Borman reported.  

Mattingly broke into a wide smile: “Hello, Apollo 8. Loud and clear.” 

As they curved around the backside of the moon and headed to 

earth, Lovell radioed, “Please be informed there is a Santa Claus.”  

“That’s affirmative,” Mattingly came back. “You’re the best ones to 

know.”  

The crew of Apollo 8 was on their way home. 

Rose had arranged to receive a phone call at the church when Lovell 

confirmed to the world that Apollo 8 had left lunar orbit and was 

homeward bound. 

The call went out immediately upon Lovell’s famous “Santa Claus” 

statement. “The timing was beautiful,” Rose said, “because we could give 

that to the minister just as he was giving his final dismissal to the 

congregation. That was a great way to start Christmas Day.” 

 

In Mission Control, dozens of engineers and flight controllers in Florida 

and Houston tightened their headsets and gripped their consoles. The 

crew would need to position the spacecraft into a reentry corridor with 

only a five-degree margin of error—the equivalent of the width of a piece 

of paper held at arm’s length. 

As Apollo 8 passed over into earth’s gravitational field, their speed 

gradually increased with each passing second. When they finally re-

entered earth’s atmosphere, they did so literally in a ball of fire—faster 

than any other manned spacecraft. They splashed down in the Pacific 

Ocean just before dawn, completing one of the most historic and memor-

able space flights ever. As promised by Admiral McCain, the carrier 

U.S.S.Yorktown was standing by.  
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Borman had argued for a night landing to reduce the number of 

orbits around the moon and decrease the risk of anything going wrong. 

Now, because of the timing, they had to bob around for an hour and a half 

until dawn before Navy helicopters could drop frogmen into the water to 

recover the crew. As the astronauts waited, Don Jones, the helicopter 

commander, asked the beleaguered astronauts what the moon was made of. 

“It’s not made of green cheese,” Borman replied. “It’s made of 

American cheese.”  

Soon a light knock sounded on the hatch. 

“I can remember this young frogman,” Borman said, “a Navy SEAL, 

pulling the hatch back and poking his head in, and then, with a shocked 

look kind of falling backwards. I didn’t have time to contemplate that 

very much because we had to hop in the life raft which was now tied to 

the spacecraft and then hoisted by the helicopter onto the U.S.S. 

Yorktown. But later after we had been debriefed by the doctors, we had 

a chance to go out and look at the spacecraft and to meet the rescue 

crew. So here were these Marines all lined up in their uniforms, and I 

recognized the young corporal there that had first stuck his head in. 

And I asked him, ‘Corporal, thanks a lot and you know, we hadn’t 

shaved, you know, we were dirty. We really must have looked bad.’”  

And he said, without batting an eye, ‘Sir, it wasn’t how you looked, it 

was how you smelled.’” 

 

Susan Borman, her blonde hair holding its own against the brisk Christ-

mas Day breeze, clasped the sound tape of her astronaut husband’s 

voice and smiled. 

“These are my first Christmas presents,” she said, standing outside 

St. Christopher Episcopal Church in League City. The small Christmas 

morning congregation had just heard the tape of Borman reciting a 

prayer to fulfill his assigned role in church from lunar orbit. They then 

listened to the tape recorded voices of Borman, Lovell, and Anders read-

ing the story of the creation from the Book of Genesis. It was a Christmas 

present to everyone, beamed down from space on Christmas Eve. 

“It’s just what this small world was waiting for,” Susan said. 

Meanwhile, at St. John’s Episcopal Church in La Porte, Lovell’s 

wife, Marilyn, appeared wearing the new mink coat that had arrived 

mysteriously the day before. Four-year-old Jeffrey, the youngest of the 

four Lovell children, stood by her side holding a yellow helicopter, a gift 

from under the Lovell tree. It was his favorite Christmas gift. 
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“It flies like a rocket,” he said. 

Twice his big sister had to take him out of church to stop his 

fidgeting. The yellow helicopter was broken even before the service  

was over.  

“I’m just so thankful my prayers were answered,” Marilyn said after 

communion. “This is the happiest Christmas I think I’ll ever have.”  

At Ellington Air Force Base, Valerie Anders attended mass with 

their five children at the Roman Catholic Church where the Anders’ ten-

year-old son, Glen, served as an altar boy. The Anders had opened most 

of their presents early, but there was one special gift yet to come. Bill 

Anders had ordered a pin to be especially made for his wife—a gold “8” 

crested by a moonstone with an azure lapis lazuli at its base.  

“He’s carrying it with him,” she said, “I’ll get it when he comes back 

next Sunday.”  

 

With the success of Apollo 8, NASA geologists were now enthusiastic at 

the prospect of retrieving rocks from the moon. But they also knew that 

fighter pilots and test pilots typically weren’t very good geologists, so a 

team of geologists arranged for a prototype moon excavation site in the 

desert of Arizona which had formerly been Navajo land. Since NASA 

didn’t do anything small, it became a major event, with helicopters in 

the air and fifty or so members of the training team and media hovering 

around two NASA astronauts wearing their space suits and all their 

gear. They had been training for two days when one morning around 

9:00 a Navajo scouting party appeared on horseback over the horizon.  

NASA Public Affairs Officer Ed Buckbee was onsite observing the 

training activity when the training supervisor approached him and 

pointed to the Indians, saying, “Buckbee, you’re in charge of Indians today.” 

So Buckbee approached the Indians and attempted to communicate as 

best he could. One Indian in the group spoke a little English.  

“He wanted to know what we were doing out in the desert,” Buckbee 

said. “And so I pointed to these two guys that were suited up in gear and 

told him, ‘We are training these two gentlemen to go to the moon.’”  

The Indian said to Buckbee, “I want to return tomorrow with our 

chief.” Buckbee told him he was welcome to do that.  

The next morning, the same Indian returned with his chief, who was 

wearing Navajo face paint, a head dress, and carrying a spear. They 

rode up to the training site and dismounted. Buckbee introduced himself 

and spoke briefly to the chief through the translator. As the Navajos 
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were about to leave, the chief walked over and handed one of the astro-

nauts an audio tape, which the translator asked the astronaut to please 

take to the moon with him. The astronaut took the tape and agreed to do 

so. After saying their goodbyes, the Navajos rode off into the sunset and 

the geological training resumed.  

Several days later, Buckbee pulled out the audio tape to listen to 

what the Indians had said. But the recording was in Navajo. So the next 

day he found a gentleman in Houston who could translate Navajo. The 

translator played the tape—then burst out laughing. “What did the chief 

say?” Buckbee asked.  

The translator could hardly contain himself. “It says, ‘Dear moon 

people, don’t trust these white men. They are S.O.B.’s and they will 

steal your land.’”  

 

 

Apollo 8’s flight to the moon offered man’s first look at himself from over 

200,000 miles away, and the perceived enormity of our home planet 

shrank dramatically in the perspective.  

Pope Paul VI later told Frank Borman, “I have spent my entire life 

trying to say to the world what you did on Christmas Eve.”  

Reverend Stout described it in these words: “The earth was a gor-

geous blue orb suspended in blackness, but oh so small and seemingly 

insignificant. The idea of heaven being upward and hell downward no 

longer had meaning. Rather, God is of incomprehensible dimension and 

His spirit is within each one of us.”  

By this time the Apollo Prayer League had grown to nearly 40,000 

members across the United States and was spreading into foreign 

countries. Yet even as the spellbinding vision of earth from space was 

capturing the world’s attention, there were needs yet to be met on the 

surface of that blue orb itself. During that Christmas, the APL and 

hundreds of NASA employees joined with local agencies to distribute 

2,000 boxes to aid needy children in the Houston area.  

Meanwhile, atheist Madalyn O’Hair had taken note of the Christ-

mas Eve scriptural broadcast from Apollo 8 and she was not at all 

happy. O’Hair was an astute, educated attorney, fully capable of exploit-

ing the law to further her organization of American Atheists, and she 

was determined to stop “the religious exploitation of outer space.” Her 

infamy for banning prayer in public schools had fed her insatiable ego 

and she continued to file lawsuits at a near pathological level. Like 

clockwork, almost every year she would find some event or issue de-
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signed to outrage average citizens of American society and in the 

process generate nice-sized newspaper headlines.  

But as outrageous as the woman was, she was about to meet her 

match in the form of one Reverend John Maxwell Stout. A tall lanky 

man with a mop of dark hair, his quiet demeanor concealed the convic-

tions of a man with divine determination. His office at the Manned 

Spacecraft Center overlooked a burgeoning space agency intent on 

upholding the individual man’s right to pray—anywhere.  
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“I thank you God for most this amazing day; for the leaping 

greenly spirits of trees and a blue true dream of sky; and for 

everything which is natural, which is infinite—which is yes.” 

—Rusty Schweickart, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 9 

from a poem by E. E. Cummings 

15 

Apollo 9: Rendezvous in Space 

During the previous several months the nation’s cities and college 

campuses had been shattered by riots and intense bitterness, pitting one 

American against another over a plethora of racial and political issues. 

Then, seemingly from out of nowhere, came this Christmas miracle. By 

year’s end Americans were again drawn together by, of all things, a 

spaceflight. Unlike the war in Vietnam, Apollo 8 was a national effort 

that nearly all Americans were proud of. 

The success of the U.S. lunar orbit thrust NASA into the indis-

putable lead in the moon race, although intelligence by the CIA 

suggested that the Soviet Union was not far behind. A man, whether 

American or Russian, would soon be landing on the moon. In remarks to 

the National Space Club in March 1968, Wernher von Braun declared 

that America was within striking distance of its goal. 

“If all goes well,” he said, “our goal of landing men on the moon and 

returning them safely by the end of this decade as planned in 1969 will 

be fulfilled.” And then he added a satirical caveat: “That is, if we are not 

held up by having to pass through Russian customs.”  

Seven months later, after a successful lunar flyby of a Soviet 

unmanned spacecraft, von Braun was more pessimistic when asked 

whether the U.S. was going to beat the Soviets to the moon: 

 

I am beginning to doubt that we will,” he said. “It is very 

important that we are there first, but in view of the 
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spectacular performance of the Soviet spacecraft Zond 5, in 

late September, I am beginning to wonder. It will undoubtedly 

be a photo finish.  

 

Dramatic as recent progress had been, an enormous number of 

critical technical problems remained unsolved. One of the most glaring 

was the lunar module. Apollo 8 had flown without one. To actually fly 

around the moon with a fully equipped lunar module and land it on the 

surface anytime soon seemed like a pipedream. But as preparation for 

Apollo 9 neared completion, that was about to change. 

For the first time ever, one of the strangest vehicles conceived by 

man would be flown. The lunar module was a spidery, flimsy 

contraption covered in a material resembling aluminum foil. Apollo 9 

Commander Jim McDivitt described the material as feeling “like tissue 

paper.”  

“If you took your finger and really poked hard at it,” said Flight 

Director Gene Kranz, “you could poke right through the outer skin of the 

spacecraft. It’s the kind of thing you were reasonably cautious that you 

didn’t jam any pointed objects through.” 

It was so fragile that Grumman workers had trouble machine 

stamping the parts without creating stress lines and were finally 

required to stamp much of it by hand. Not only was the lunar module 

fragile, it was also huge, standing twenty-three feet high—a full twelve 

feet taller than the command module itself.  

The comical looking contraption would be coupled to the rocket just 

to the rear of the command module during launch, then once in space, it 

would be released, the command module flipped, and docked to the top 

of the lunar module. Upon reaching the moon, the astronauts would 

open the connecting hatch door and float into the passenger compart-

ment of the spindly apparatus, which would become their mode of 

descent to and ascent from the moon’s surface. Testing to see if this was 

possible would be the primary objective of the upcoming Apollo 9 

mission; however, the entire mission would take place in earth orbit. To 

accomplish this, NASA had placed the overweight lunar module on a 

diet program wherein it agreed to pay Grumman a bonus of ten thou-

sand dollars for every pound of weight removed from the vehicle. A 

much lighter vehicle emerged.  

This would be Gene Kranz’s first official launch as a flight director. 

All flight control work shifts were identified by a color, and as head of 

the White Team, he wanted something special that would identify his 
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group. Flight Directors typically wore three-piece suits, but Kranz’s 

wife, Marta had made him fighter pilot scarves during his Korean War 

days as a fighter pilot and suggested that she make him a white vest to 

make him appear solid. Initially, Gene balked for fear of looking 

ridiculous in front of the cameras. It was with some trepidation, 

therefore, that he slipped into the white vest during a bathroom break 

in the midst of the Apollo 9 countdown. He returned to his flight desk 

and stood there in silence. To his immediate left, his systems flight 

controller was the first to catch a glimpse and wasn’t sure if his new 

flight director had flipped his lid. “You know if you don’t take that thing 

off they’re going to come and haul you away,” he quipped.  

But it was too late. Kranz heard the whir of the swivel cameras in 

Mission Control spinning around and zooming in on his vest, trans-

mitting the image to thousands of tracking stations around the world. 

Like it or not, a statement had been made. And as the countdown 

resumed, the results would prove better than he could have hoped.  

 

 

Apollo 9 launched with very little fanfare on March 3, 1969. The gangly 

lunar landing module was appropriately named Spider and the 

command module Gumdrop on account of its shape and the blue 

wrapping in which the craft arrived at Kennedy Space Center. No Apollo 

crew was better prepared than Jim McDivitt, Rusty Schweickart, and 

Dave Scott. They had trained together three years as the initial backup 

crew for Apollo 1 before being replaced with Wally Schirra’s backup 

crew. Though the flight was one of the most crucial to date, the public 

and the media, still satiated with the euphoria of Apollo 8, paid little 

attention.  

Apollo 9 was the first flight of the lunar module, the first time it 

would operate in a weightless environment to see if it was capable of 

performing its job. It was important that its engine work and that the 

lunar module be able to maintain control of both the lunar and 

command modules should the unlikely need arise to use the lunar 

module, rather than the command module, as the driving force.  

Once they were in earth orbit, McDivitt and Schweickart boarded 

the lunar landing module, taking care not to put a boot though its flimsy 

walls. McDivitt’s initial attempt to undock the lunar module failed when 

the release latches hung up on one another. After some trepidation, the 

lunar module broke free with a distinctive bang, and for the first time 

ever was flying on its own, its spider legs silently unfolding as it drifted 
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through the velvety darkness. By the end of the day they were ready for 

the final test. They fired up the main engine on the bottom of the lunar 

module—the engine that would eventually take two astronauts down to 

the surface of the moon—and it rumbled to life.  

Unlike the quiet hum of the command module, the lunar module 

was noisy, full of strange whirring and gonglike sounds. But it behaved 

superbly, the ascent and descent engines performing as advertised. In 

the first test of the lunar module flying solo, McDivitt and Schweickart 

separated from the command module by a distance of nearly two hun-

dred miles, a maneuver intended to simulate Apollo 11’s descent to the 

surface of the moon and back. It was a risky endeavor. If the lunar 

module was unable to re-dock with the command module, McDivitt and 

Schweickart would be permanently marooned onboard. But the funny-

looking spacecraft proved itself trustworthy.  

One of the scheduled tasks was a spacewalk by Rusty Schweickart 

to test the backpack life-support system in space and on the moon. 

Tethered to the lunar module by a twenty-five-foot nylon rope, Schweickart 

secured his feet in the gold restraints affixed to the surface outside the 

hatch. Scott and Schweickart were scheduled to take pictures of the 

space walk, but while Scott was filming Schweickart from the command 

module hatch, his camera jammed; and for a few brief moments, 

Schweickart was afforded an unplanned opportunity to take in the rare 

view. There, ripping through the vacuum of space at 25,000 miles an 

hour, he experienced a stillness the depth of which he had never 

known. While perched outside the Apollo capsule high above the earth 

in complete silence, this typical macho fighter pilot had an ineffable 

encounter with his home planet:  

 

You look down there and you can’t imagine how many 

borders and boundaries you crossed. At the Mideast you 

know there are hundreds of people killing each other over 

some imaginary line that you can’t see. From where you see 

it, the thing is a whole, and it’s so beautiful. And you wish 

you could take one from each side in hand and say, “Look at 

it from this perspective. Look at that. What’s important?  

 

Political borders no longer had meaning to Schweickart. The rivers 

didn’t take notice of either of their banks; the clouds didn’t stop at the 

border between Russia and Europe; the oceans served communist and 

noncommunist worlds alike. National boundaries were nonexistent. 
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During those moments, something changed in Schweickart. He 

gained a deep sense of appreciation and responsibility for this magnificent 

earth.  

“It’s a feeling that says you have a responsibility. It’s not for your-

self. The eye that doesn’t see doesn’t do justice to the body. That’s why it’s 

there . . . and somehow you recognize that you’re a piece of this total life.” 

The emotion became deeply personal for Schweickart and one that 

would lead him to spearhead a national scientific collaboration whose 

purpose was to detect and deflect approaching asteroids. 

On their final approach to the command module, the two vehicles 

docked perfectly. This delicate ballet of “rendezvous” was a hat trick the 

Soviets were continuing to struggle with and finding all but impossible 

to master. The Americans, it seemed, had it down cold.  

Apollo 9’s rendezvous in space was going extremely well and Flight 

Director Kranz was so pleased with the reaction to his first white vest, 

that during the ensuing round-the-clock shifts, he asked his wife to 

make another vest to celebrate the Apollo 9 splashdown. This posed a 

dilemma for Marta since she had run out of white fabric. “Well, see if 

you can find some,” Gene said. Being a woman of obvious creativity, she 

searched through their closets and found a white satin bathrobe with a 

pattern of gold and silver brocade, which she cut up and used to make 

one of the fanciest, most memorable vests of Kranz’s career.  

Overhead, Apollo 9 continued circling the earth every hour and a 

half, performing test after test. Finally, after ten days, 151 times around 

the world, 151 sunrises and sunsets, the crew lit the main engine for the 

last time and headed home for a splashdown in a fiery ball.  

With this latest success under its belt, NASA was ready for the final 

dress rehearsal—Apollo 10. Commander Tom Stafford, Lunar Module 

Pilot Eugene Cernan, and Command Module Pilot John Young would 

head to the moon tasked with surveying a suitable landing site for the 

first lunar landing.  

One place of special interest was a region of the moon called the Sea 

of Tranquility.  
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“No one in their right mind can see such a sight and deny the 

spirituality of the experience, nor the existence of a Supreme 

Being . . . .There were indeed moments when I honestly felt that 

I could reach out and touch the face of God.”  

— Gene Cernan, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 10 

16 

Apollo 10: Close Encounter 

Those in the astronaut office knew all too well that Tom Stafford and 

Gene Cernan had made their way up the flight roster to a seat on Apollo 

10 through an unfortunate twist of fate—an event the two astronauts 

themselves had witnessed first hand. They had originally been assigned 

as backups to the prime crew pilots, Charlie Bassett and Elliot See, on 

Gemini 9—an arrangement that was tragically altered on the afternoon 

of February 28, 1966. 

The weather was nasty in St. Louis at 7:30 a.m. when the four 

hopped into NASA T-38s in Houston and headed for Lambert-St. Louis 

Municipal Airport, Cernan and Stafford piloting one, Bassett and See 

the other. The McDonnell Aircraft test facility housing their Gemini 

capsule stood just 500 yards off the St. Louis runway in Building 101. 

The weather in the area was the typical late winter mix with three 

miles’ visibility, rain, and snow flurries. As they approached the airport, 

a thick white wall of snow reduced visibility to within 400 feet of the 

ground. The two planes descended through the muck, wing tip to wing 

tip, almost losing sight of each other’s plane in the squall. 

As they banked their T-38s for landing and ground lights came into 

view, it became clear they had miscalculated the approach. They were 

too high, too fast, and too far down the runway. “We don’t have a prayer 

of landing on this pass,” Cernan told Stafford. Then, inexplicably, 

without warning, Elliot See wheeled his T-38 over into a sharp left turn. 

“Damn,” Tom barked. “Where the hell’s he going?” 
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They were immediately lost in the fog. Cernan and Stafford never 

saw the crash, explosion, and fire that took the lives of their two 

comrades. The plane slammed onto the roof of Building 101, skidded to 

the edge, and cart wheeled into the parking lot, where it exploded.  

There was immediate confusion on the ground over who had died. 

Cernan and Stafford came in smoothly. As they rolled to a stop, the 

tower asked for “the pilots’ names of NASA nine-oh-seven.” That was 

their plane. “Stafford and Cernan,” Gene replied. Unknowingly, they 

had confirmed the deaths of Charlie Bassett and Elliott See.  

Marilyn See was now alone with three kids to raise, and there was 

no role in the space program for widows and orphans. Two years earlier, 

astronaut Ted Freeman was killed when he flew into a flock of geese. 

One shattered his canopy. Now, two more astronauts were dead. NASA’s 

backup program worked as designed, and Tom Stafford and Gene 

Cernan slipped seamlessly into rotation for the Gemini 9 prime crew 

positions vacated by the two lost astronauts.  

The ripple effect would have downstream implications. In 1969 the 

flight roster once again cycled Stafford and Cernan into prime couch 

positions—this time on Apollo 10, headed far beyond the embrace of 

Mother Earth.  

 

 

The mission would be the last one preparatory to a moon landing. Apollo 

10 would take a loop around the moon on the same path cleared by 

Apollo 8. This time, however, two astronauts would descend in the lunar 

module to within a few miles of its craggy surface, the last test of the 

lunar module before the final touchdown on the surface of the moon 

scheduled for Apollo 11 two months later.  

Some in Mission Control thought it foolish to go all the way to the 

moon, take all the risks, and then stop less than ten miles short of the 

surface. But Rod Rose, among others, disagreed. The more we knew in 

advance of a full lunar landing, he said, the better. It was important 

they be prepared for every eventuality—anticipated or otherwise.  

The flight simulation trainers in Mission Control were charged 

with training the astronauts in the operation of the command and 

lunar modules and were adept at creating every combination of 

catastrophic vehicle failure imaginable. They spent days and nights 

dreaming them up. When all systems were operating properly the 

spacecraft was easy to fly. When things went haywire, it was an 

entirely different matter. As Apollo 10 backup lunar module pilot, 
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Edgar Mitchell, put it, “You don’t train for things to go right, you train 

for failure . . . over and over.”  

The backup crew members and flight controllers trained alongside 

the primary crew. Once the crews and flight controllers mastered the 

basics of “flying,” all of the training then became “what if” training for 

unexpected crises. During Apollo 10 pre-flight testing, the simulation 

engineers threw every possible trick in the book at the crew—every 

conceivable failure of every critical system the astronauts might take for 

granted. Typically, if the crew had difficulty recovering from a simu-

lation failure, flight controllers would write up a detailed procedure 

describing the proper recovery action. 

Such was the case on April 25, 1968, when the “sim guys” threw a 

hypothetical extreme failure at the backup crew. The cryogenic fuel tank 

in the command module, they postulated, had sustained a hydrogen leak 

fifty-one hours into the mission, resulting in the loss of all three fuel 

cells. As a result, the capsule had no power. Mitchell was in the 

simulator during the backup training exercise and couldn’t believe the 

far-fetched scenario. “Guys, you just killed us,” he said. “We don’t need 

to practice getting killed. This is your problem. Go solve it yourselves. 

Don’t waste our time because we think we’ll be dead if that happened.”  

Mitchell wasn’t alone in his belief. Unprepared for this kind of 

failure, the flight control team was also unable to determine a way to 

save the crew. Glynn Lunney, Flight Director during the simulation, 

minimized the significance of the loss and dismissed the entire scenario 

as an “unrealistic multiple failure case.”  

Regardless, Jim Hannigan, branch chief of the lunar module flight 

controllers, was concerned and wouldn’t let it go. He authorized a 

thermal-electrical communications engineer, Don Puddy, to form a small 

task force to develop “Lunar Module Lifeboat Cases” to be used in the 

event all command module power or some other critical function was 

lost and the crew had to use the lunar module as a backup vehicle. In 

the months following the sim failure, recovery procedures were 

developed by Puddy’s team and put on the shelf to be used “as needed.” 

Ironically, at the same time the recovery sim procedures were being 

developed, a bizarre sequence of events was setting into motion a 

dramatic example of that very situation. During the run-up to the flight, 

Oxygen Tank 2, one of the two oxygen tanks scheduled for Apollo 10, 

was accidentally dropped while being removed from the shelf for 

modification. When mixed with hydrogen, the cryogenic oxygen tanks, 

referred to as “cryos,” provided the primary source of electrical power 
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and water supplies for the crew during the mission. Granted, the tank 

only fell two inches—but it was dropped. A minor mishap, but enough to 

damage the tube assembly used to fill and empty the tank. The dropped 

tank, number 10024X-TA0009, was examined and retested, then tagged 

and put on the shelf to be recycled—not to Apollo 10, but to Apollo 13. 

For the time being, Apollo 10 was a Go for launch on May 18, 1969. 

 

Driving up State Road 3 toward the launch complex at the Cape the 

evening before the launch, Pad Leader Guenter Wendt saw ahead the 

flashing lights of a deputy sheriff’s car on the shoulder of the road. The 

speed limit was strictly enforced along that stretch of road. Must be 

some unlucky soul, pulled over for speeding, Wendt figured. As he drove 

by, he glanced at the cop talking to a sandy haired man. It was none 

other than Gene Cernan, lunar module pilot for the upcoming Apollo 10 

mission. Guenter wheeled the car over and backed up to where the two 

cars were stopped. 

“Gene,” Wendt said. “What are you doing out here? You should be 

getting ready!” 

“Man, am I glad to see you,” Cernan answered. Not wanting to be 

recognized as an astronaut who slipped out of pre-flight quarantine, 

Gene was having some trouble convincing the deputy to let him go. The 

last thing he needed was a standoff on the side of the road twenty hours 

before launch. 

Wendt showed the officer his NASA identification badge and 

explained that Cernan was an astronaut, soon to be on his way to the 

moon. If management was called in to retrieve their wayward 

spaceman, it would probably get quite ugly. The cop had doubt written 

all over his face and wasn’t sure what to believe. “Get out of here,” the 

officer said, “and go on to your moon!” 

With great relief, Cernan hopped into his car and sped off. The next 

time Wendt saw him, Cernan was encased in a spacesuit as he and the 

crew slid into their couch positions on a moon-bound spacecraft.  

 

 

Together again three years after Gemini 9, Commander Tom Stafford 

and Lunar Module Pilot Gene Cernan, joined by Command Module Pilot 

John Young, set out on the path for the moon. Stafford and Cernan were 

slated to board the lunar module and descend to within ten miles of the 

Sea of Tranquility.  
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On May 18, only seven months before the end of the decade, Apollo 

10 launched from Pad 39A with a fully outfitted lunar module named 

Snoopy. The command module was Charlie Brown. The image-conscious 

NASA public relations people argued that Gumdrop and Spider were not 

serious enough names for the historic Apollo 9 mission. They were even 

more underwhelmed when the crew obtained permission from Peanuts 

cartoonist Charles Schulz to name the command and lunar modules 

after his popular cartoon characters. 

“The public relations types lost this one big-time,” Cernan said. 

“Everybody on the planet knew the klutzy kid and his adventuresome 

beagle, and the names were embraced in a public relations bonanza.” 

The intrepid, bubble-helmeted Snoopy had become a symbol of 

excellence around NASA, and before the hoopla quieted, the little dog’s 

image was on decals, posters, dolls, kits, sweatshirts and buttons every-

where. The program had never seen anything like it.  

Since Snoopy was already used as the logo of safety throughout 

NASA and featured on pins awarded to employees for excellence, so 

NASA officials had difficulty denying its iconic significance.  

 

 

Tom Stafford, a six-foot astronaut from the plains of western Oklahoma, 

was inducted with crewmate John Young in the second group of “New 9” 

astronauts. Cernan was inducted in the third group of fourteen. In 

September 1962, Stafford had been assigned as one of the few Air Force 

officers to Harvard Business School and had attended classes for all of 

three days before receiving the call from Deke Slayton. As if sensing the 

inevitable, he had told the movers not to unpack the family belongings 

because “we might be leaving.”  

Tom, the only child of Mary Ellen Patten, a teacher, and Thomas 

Sabert Stafford, a dentist, weighed into the world at only four and a half 

pounds. His mother had traveled to Cheney, Oklahoma, with her family 

as a baby in a covered wagon in 1901 not long after the Oklahoma land 

rush, and spent her early years living in a sod dugout built by her 

father. Twenty-seven years later, her life as a wife and mother began to 

unfold when she met a tall slim man by the name of Stafford in a bank 

in May, Oklahoma. The elder Thomas Stafford had moved to Oklahoma 

in 1912 after attending dental school at Vanderbilt. The two married in 

1921 and settled in Weatherford where she bore her only son at the late 

age of thirty-six, a time in life when most other mothers already had six 

or seven children. Church was a staple in the Stafford home and Mary 
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frequently read to her young son, Tom, from the Bible. Attendance at 

the local Methodist church was mandatory on Sundays and Wednes-

days. During his final visit prior to the launch, she handed Tom a small 

black leather Bible to carry with him to the moon.  

As he suited up for launch, he slipped it into the pocket of his 

space suit.  

 

The ride up went smoothly; that is, until they fired their rockets headed 

into earth orbit. The spacecraft began gyrating like a giant pogo-stick. 

When the second stage ignited they were snapped back in their seats, 

and in a split second blasted through the first-stage fireball. The pogo 

stayed with them, worse than ever, as another million pounds of liquid 

hydrogen and oxygen fuel burned hot and hard for seven minutes. They 

accelerated skyward with breathtaking speed.  

“We weren’t done yet,” recounted Cernan. “The spacecraft was talking 

to us, and we didn’t like what it had to say. Low moans and a creaking 

groan indicated that metal was aching and straining somewhere in the 

back of us and the pogo wobbling indicated that big trouble was brewing 

down below. What the hell was going on back there? Then the escape 

tower, which we no longer needed, blew away with a loud thunderclap. 

The detonation was so sudden and fierce, I wondered for a bleak second 

if it would tear our spacecraft off the rocket.”  

After five minutes of suspense and gritted teeth, the burn ended. 

Eleven minutes after launch they were in earth orbit. One-and-a-half 

earth orbits later, they executed a translunar injection, ripping the 

spacecraft from earth’s gravity and crashing into daylight. 

The pogo was gone, but the astronauts were now suddenly shud-

dering to new and harder vibration from the booster rocket pressure 

relief valves. As their vision began to blur, it appeared as if the mission 

may end even before they left earth orbit. It was as if the bucking 

creature was shaking itself apart. Stafford’s fingers reluctantly curled 

around the abort handle as he called Houston through gritted teeth. 

“Okay, we’re experiencing frequency vibrations in the cabin.” He 

literally spit out the words a syllable at a time.  

“Stay with us now, baby,” Cernan injected, “C’mon. Burn!”  

They rode the bucking creature through the entire final burn. The 

third stage shut down right on cue, the bouncing stopped abruptly, and 

they were relaxed back in their couch like an easy chair.  

 



Apollo 10: Close Encounter 

 

116 

During the run-up to launch, Stafford had proposed to George Low that 

the crew carry a lightweight color television camera. Apollo 7 and 8 had 

telecast only fuzzy black-and-white images. Apollo 9 did two live 

broadcasts, but these were also in black and white, and Stafford was 

determined to let the tax-paying American public share in the beauty of 

the missions they were funding. Undeterred that such a thing had not 

yet been developed, he garnered the help of NASA and Westinghouse 

engineers to concoct an imaging system similar to one developed earlier 

by CBS using a spinning wheel of blue, red, and green to encode signals 

which would then be converted on the ground into live color television 

images. With this, the group threw in a low-light-level TV camera tube, 

two French lenses, and an actuating motor from a Minuteman missile. 

The “skunk works” performed brilliantly and the camera was installed 

on Apollo 10 a mere ten days before launch.  

Onboard Charlie Brown, as the command module moved away from 

Snoopy for reversal and docking, Stafford turned the camera toward the 

re-docking maneuver. As they slowly rotated, the earth came into view. 

What those watching from earth saw next were the first live Emmy 

Award-winning color images transmitted from space. Westinghouse and 

NASA engineers were ecstatic. Mission Control went crazy. After the 

rocky launch phase, they were on a free coast to the moon.  

Now, in the quiet pull of the capsule toward the moon, Stafford took 

the small Bible from his pocket, the first ever of its kind to cross the 

abyss from the earth to the moon. Opening it randomly, he began 

reading the same beautiful King James scripture his mother had read to 

him during the early dust bowl days in Oklahoma. As they grew nearer 

the moon, he turned the camera and transmitted another live 

telecast view of earth, giving television spectators around the world a 

vivid look at their home planet, which by now had shrunk to the size of 

a grape-fruit in the capsule window.  

In the small town of Weatherford, Oklahoma, his mother pulled her 

chair close to the television. And Mary Ellen Stafford, the woman who 

had traveled in a covered wagon through the hot Midwestern plains and 

stayed to raise a family, watched from that same small town as her son 

transmitted breathtaking color images from space back to the television 

in her living room.  

As the spacecraft slipped into lunar orbit sixty miles above the 

moon, Stafford and Cernan opened the connecting hatch and drifted into 

the lunar module, whereupon they bade John Young farewell and closed 

the hatch. When they disappeared around the moon, Charlie Brown and 
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Snoopy were still docked. When they appeared on the other side they 

were fifty feet apart, flying in formation.  

Stafford and Cernan fired a small burst from the engine and 

descended through the silence in an elliptical orbit toward the Sea of 

Tranquility where they would survey and photograph the terrain slated 

as the landing site for the first lunar landing on Apollo 11.  

The homespun Americanisms used by the astronauts to christen 

features of the lunar terrain included Boot Hill, Joe’s Crater, Wagon 

Road, and Dry Gulch. The astronauts had deliberately picked outlandish 

names during their long training period to make them stick in their 

minds. One that stuck in Stafford’s mind was one he himself had named 

after his home state’s terrain: “Oklahoma Hills”—a string of rills that 

would be just to the left of the moon’s equator as Apollo 11 approached 

their lunar landing site. 

As Charlie Brown fell away, Young called out, “Adios, we’ll see you 

back in about six hours.” 

“Have a good time while we’re gone, babe,” Cernan replied.  

“Yeah, don’t get lonesome out there, John,” Stafford said.  

Although the to-do list was long, “the goals were only two,” Cernan 

said, “reach our objective and survive.” Survival, however, was far from 

a certainty. On May 21, Apollo 10 passed 47,000 feet above the moon. As 

they made their first pass over the southwestern corner of the Sea of 

Tranquility, Cernan was exuberant.  

“I’m telling you, we are low,” he radioed to CapCom Charlie Duke. 

“We’re close babe . . . we is down among ’em, Charlie!” 

“I hear you weaving your way up the freeway,” Duke replied.  

 

The words came down loud, clear, and explicit from astronaut Tom 

Stafford aboard Apollo 10 when asked if he had swallowed too much 

chlorine in his water supply: 

“You bet your sweet bippy I did,” Stafford said. 

“Bippy” is not in the dictionary. But just about everyone who heard 

Stafford knew he came very close to using another word.  

It was a forewarning that this crew might set a precedent in lan-

guage. If the Apollo 10 crew were not as articulate as their predecessors, 

they were certainly the most earthy. Stafford, Cernan, and Young used 

some basic Anglo-Saxon adjectives to describe the things they saw in 

outer space, nothing the average man doesn’t use in the company of 
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other men, but much unlike the jargon of previous astronauts who had 

managed to acquire a goody-goody image.  

Two of the astronauts used a four-letter word meaning sexual inter-

course. The first time it came ripping across the airways, a quarter 

million miles from earth, it so shocked the young girl typing the instant 

voice transcription that she substituted the words “damn it.”  

“We let that one go by,” said a spacecraft center official. “It’s the only 

one we let the transcribers change. If they don’t want to type certain 

words, we’ll get someone else to do it.” He added that he doubted if the 

girl even knew the meaning of some of the words.  

While skimming above the craters on the surface of the moon, the 

crew prepared to photograph the Sea of Tranquility. But as Stafford trained 

the lens of a specially designed Hasselblad camera, he encountered a glitch.  

“This [expletive] filter has failed on me,” Stafford shouted as 

millions of people on earth listened in to the transmission. The 

transcriber in Houston jumped back from her typewriter. The Oklahoma 

Hills were fast approaching as Stafford quickly took out a substitute 

filter. It too jammed just as he caught a fleeting glimpse of the Sea of 

Tranquility passing beneath them. Traveling at 3000 miles per hour, all 

Stafford could do was report a clear visual that he knew Houston would 

under-stand: Apollo 11 was likely to have a touchy landing. There are 

“enough boulders around here to fill Galveston Bay,” he reported.  

So impressed was Stafford with the rocky terrain that at one point 

he enthusiastically announced, “There’s Censorinus” referring to a large 

crater with gigantic boulders on its rim, “just bigger than shit!” 

In Mission control, astronaut Jack Schmitt was asked by a reporter, 

“What did Colonel Stafford say?” 

He said, “Oh, there’s Censorinus . . . bigger than Schmitt.”  

 

 

Then, as Stafford and Cernan completed their “close encounter” and 

prepared to ascend for rendezvous with Charlie Brown, the unthinkable 

happened. Without warning, Snoopy suddenly wheeled over and dove 

for the lunar surface. 

“Gimbal lock!” Stafford screamed.  

“Son of a bitch,” yelled Cernan over an open mike, “What the hell is 

happening?” They were suddenly bounding, diving, and spinning all 

over the place less than 47,000 feet above the rocks and craters. 

“We were ass over tea kettle,” said Cernan. “I saw the surface 

corkscrew through my window, then the knife edge of a horizon, then 
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blackness, then the moon again, only this time coming from a different 

direction. We were totally out of control.”  

A mis-set switch on the guidance system sent Snoopy into a pre-

mature search for Charlie Brown. But instead of targeting the 

command module, Snoopy’s computer had found a much larger 

target—the moon. The guidance box was located between the two 

astronauts, and Cernan had set the switch to “AGS” (Abort Guidance 

System) to simulate the same ascent from the moon to be taken by 

Apollo 11. Stafford, not realizing the switch had already been set, 

flipped it in the opposite direction for “PNGS” (Primary Navigation 

Guidance System).  

The lunar module was now hopelessly confused. For fifteen terri-

fying seconds, Snoopy arced toward the surface of the moon. The 

attitude indicator was nearing the red zone and they were tumbling into 

gimbal lock. Cernan and Stafford had every reason to believe they would 

be the first human beings to die on the moon. Stafford reacted instantly, 

which was nearly too late. Flipping the guidance system to manual 

mode, he grabbed manual control of the spacecraft, jettisoned the 20,000 

pound descent stage to lighten the load, and steered Snoopy away from 

certain doom.  

“We’ve got our marbles,” he nervously replied once they were back 

on track, at which point Mission Control broke out a large cartoon 

showing Snoopy kissing Charlie Brown, saying, “You’re right on target, 

Charlie Brown.” 

In Houston, the NASA official was caught once again having to 

explain the astronauts’ colorful language to reporters. “It’s no problem,” 

he said in an attempt to smooth the situation over. “Those are three 

human beings up there and they acted like human beings. That’s all. No 

more and no less.” 

But it had been a closer call than the astronauts realized. “After 

analyzing the data,” Cernan said, “experts surmised that had we contin-

ued spinning for only two more seconds, Tom and I would have crashed 

into the side of the lunar mountains.”  

After they successfully regained control of Snoopy and their senses, 

the lunar module made its final approach to Charlie Brown and 

successfully docked. The crew said goodbye to Snoopy and sent their 

iconic lunar module into a heliocentric orbit on a one-way trip to the 

sun.  

It wasn’t until they were on their way home that it was determined 

by Mission Control that, as if jinxed by Glynn Lunney’s comment about 
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an “unrealistic” simulated fuel cell failure, one of the three Apollo 10 

fuel cells had, in fact, failed due to a bad circuit. A second was operating 

at only half power.  

Three days after leaving lunar orbit, Apollo 10 reentered the earth’s 

atmosphere at 24,791 miles per hour, breaking the Guinness World 

Record for speed. After splashdown on May 26, 1969, the United States 

was ready to take the final bold step. While the crew of Apollo 10 had 

been busy orbiting the moon, NASA’s massive “crawler” was inching its 

way slowly toward launch pad 39A at Cape Kennedy carrying the 

enormous Apollo 11 Saturn V rocket.  

The scene was finally set. Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin and Michael 

Collins now stood in the wings ready to take the stage in the pageant of 

human history.  
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“Sir, my goal is to go to the moon.” 

— Buzz Aldrin, West Point Academy, 1951 

 
“I want to be the first man to come back from the moon. . .”  

Neil Armstrong, Purdue University, 1955 

17 

Makings of a Moon Walk 

By the spring of 1969, the energy surrounding the space program was 

palpable and building daily. There was a gathering realization that the 

United States was about to leave an indelible mark on human history. 

At a time when the nation was badly in need of hope, Apollo was on the 

cusp of delivering an antidote of national pride.  

In March, NASA officials Chris Kraft, George Low, Bob Gilruth, and 

Deke Slayton had a decision to make: Who would be the first to set foot 

on the moon? Since Apollo 11 was scheduled as the first lunar landing, 

the first moon-walker would be Lunar Module Pilot Buzz Aldrin or 

Commander Neil Armstrong. 

The first man on the moon, Kraft said, will be “an American hero 

beyond Lucky Lindbergh, beyond any soldier or politician or inventor.” 

Kraft and Low assumed it would be the lunar module pilot, which 

meant Buzz Aldrin would be immortalized. During Gemini missions, 

the copilot always made the spacewalk, so this seemed a logical 

assumption. But this particular situation was without precedent—it 

was not just another spacewalk. After some discussion the final 

decision was put on hold.  

Later that spring, Aldrin approached Armstrong about it. “Neil,” he 

said, “you probably know I don’t care very much one way or another 

about this. But we’ve got some tough training ahead of us and I think 

we have to settle this matter before it gets blown out of proportion.” 

Stoic as ever, Armstrong had little to say. “Buzz,” he replied, “I 



Makings of a Moon Walk 

 

122 

realize the historical significance of all this and I just don’t want to rule 

anything out right now.”  

 

 

The thought of being one of the first men to step on the moon was 

uniquely exhilarating for Aldrin. As a boy growing up in Montclair, New 

Jersey, he was smart, athletic, and exceedingly competitive. Born Edwin 

Eugene Aldrin, Jr., the nickname Buzz was bequeathed by his 18-

month-old sister, Fay Ann, who called him “buzzer” while trying to say 

“brother.” The nickname stuck. The Aldrin family already had two 

daughters, and Aldrin Sr. was concerned they might never have a son. 

His wife, Marion, reassured her husband, “Don’t worry,” she said. “We’ll 

just keep having them until we have a boy.”  

“Fortunately, the next child was Buzz,” his sister Maddy said. 

“Otherwise, who knows how big the family would have gotten?”  

Aldrin Sr. had a degree in physics from Clark University and was an 

early student of Dr. Robert Goddard, the rocket scientist instrumental 

in developing the technology perfected by Wernher von Braun, and 

whose rockets would now propel Buzz to the moon. He was a 

disciplinarian who set high standards for his son.  

A review of family history revealed that a military career was 

imbedded in Buzz Aldrin’s DNA. His parents met in the Philippines 

when his mother’s father was a military chaplain to General Douglas 

MacArthur and his father a pilot and aide to Billy Mitchell. Aldrin Sr. 

later became an Army Air Corps pilot, a full colonel who fought in two 

world wars, and he had specific plans for his only son: Buzz would 

attend Annapolis, establish a career in the Navy, and become a 

successful businessman. Buzz, on the other hand, had ideas of his own.  

“I always wanted to get into aviation. I knew that from the time I 

was growing up. My father was flying airplanes and I wanted to fly 

airplanes. So it sort of narrowed down that I would go to one of the 

academies. My father preferred the Naval Academy, but since I had 

gotten seasick as a youngster in summer camp, I thought going to West 

Point would be a better thing to do.”  

At West Point graduation, a classmate overheard Buzz deliver a 

startling comment. As he strode to the podium to accept his diploma, 

Aldrin was prepared for the standard question asked of each graduate. 

“The commanding officer asks them what their life’s goal is,” the 

classmate related. “As Aldrin got his diploma, he said, ‘Sir, my goal is to 

go to the moon.’ Imagine that—in 1951!” Aldrin graduated third in his 



The Apostles of Apollo 

 

123 

class at West Point and second at MIT, an enviable ranking by anyone’s 

standards. But Buzz Aldrin set high standards for himself. He was 

reared to be the very best that he could be, and there was an abiding 

sense that he wasn’t doing that.  

Technology and the sweep of history, however, would conspire with 

the young Aldrin in extraordinary ways. At the moment, he wanted to 

be a fighter pilot, which is what he became, flying the F-86 Saber. 

And he was exceedingly good at it. During the Korean War, he shot 

down two MiGs. The first he described as “a piece of cake.” The 

second, as “the hairiest experience I’ve had flying machines in this 

planet’s atmosphere.”  

The latter occurred the afternoon of June 7, 1953, when shortly after 

sighting a group of enemy MiGs below him, Aldrin peeled off in a “speed 

dive” and tore through the thick layers of lower atmosphere in hot 

pursuit. His plane began to buffet so ominously that he thought it might 

break apart, but the maneuver delivered him to the tail of his target. 

Barely in control of his aircraft, he fired off a short burst of .50 caliber 

machinegun fire. The canopy of the MiG popped open, and the pilot 

ejected, trailing “a red silk scarf.” Aldrin snapped a quick series of photos 

of the pilot, then jammed the throttle of the F-86 forward and exited the 

scene at 500 mph. The photos of the pilot ejecting from a MiG in a 

flaming tailspin were featured in Life magazine’s “Picture of the Week” 

and were vivid reminders to the American public of the realities of war. 

 

On October 5, 1957, Buzz was stationed in Germany and in his room 

preparing for a routine flight when he heard the Russians had launched 

Sputnik. At the time, he was flying the F-100 with friend and fellow 

West Pointer, Ed White. Sputnik, they both understood, would change 

their lives forever. America wasn’t going to sit idly by and allow the 

Soviets to rule outer space; it was going to send men there, too. Aldrin 

and White were determined to be among them.  

One day in 1958, White told Aldrin that after the military he was 

going to earn a master’s degree in aeronautical engineering at the 

University of Michigan through the Air Force program. Then he in-

tended to join the pilot school at Edwards Air Force Base where the best 

pilots would be selected to fly the experimental, high-altitude “rocket 

plane” which was rapidly evolving into a genuine spacecraft. This kind 

of talk was catnip to Aldrin. 

“What do you think they’re going to call the guys that finally fly up 

there?” he asked White. “Rocket pilots?” 
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Ed smiled and tossed his parachute over his shoulder. 

“No,” he said. “The Air Force is bound to think up a fancier name 

than that.”  

The thought was obviously on Aldrin’s mind in 1961 when he 

enrolled at MIT for a doctoral program. “I understood how to intercept 

airplanes in the atmosphere,” he said, “but everyone was going to have 

to be able to join up spacecrafts, so I chose as my thesis subject ‘Rendez-

vous in Space.’” It would prove to be one of the wisest decisions of his 

professional career.  

In 1963 Aldrin was selected to join the third group of astronauts. 

Techniques for an orbital rendezvous were under active development 

then, and Aldrin’s interest in rendezvous was nothing short of fanatical. 

He developed such a reputation for cornering others and talking inces-

santly about rendezvous that his fellow astronauts dubbed him “Dr. 

Rendezvous.” It didn’t bother Buzz—and it didn’t stop him either.  

 

 

Aldrin had already flown on Gemini 12 with Jim Lovell in November 

1966 and performed a record-setting spacewalk. Flight rotation changes 

eventually cycled his name to the forefront for the coveted Apollo 11 

moon landing mission, and by the spring of 1969, the media was 

speculating on whose boot print would be first on the moon.  

Then, in late March 1969, a leak by an undisclosed top NASA official 

resulted in a premature news release blasted across the face of the 

Chicago Daily News: “FIRST MAN TO STEP ON MOON WILL BE 

BUZZ ALDRIN.” The role of performing one of the most momentous 

events in the history of mankind “would fall to the brainy 39-year-old 

Air Force colonel by virtue of his role as lunar module commander.” 

Forty-five minutes later, the release said, the Apollo commander, Neil 

Armstrong, would descend and join him. The report continued: “The 

disclosure of Aldrin as the choice comes as a surprise to many who had 

speculated that the top commander would be entitled to pull rank and 

take his place in the history books as the first man to set foot on the 

satellite of the earth.”  

But within NASA the issue remained unsettled. “I don’t think we’ve 

really decided, yet,” Slayton told a reporter. “I think which one is to step 

out on the moon first will depend on some further simulations.” 

Over the next weeks, rumors of a decision surfaced, but NASA 

officials were not yet prepared to announce it. Finally, on April 14, Deke 

Slayton called the two astronauts to Armstrong’s office. A decision had 
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been made. Neil Armstrong would be first. Slayton then gave their 

reasons: Armstrong was more senior, and given the confined area in the 

capsule, the procedure for suiting up, maneuvering, and opening the 

hatch would require the commander be the first one out. It was pure 

logistics.  

The rationale made sense to Buzz. “The training workload on the 

commander was enormous,” he said. “The net result of symbolically 

putting the commander up first was absolutely correct.”  

 

Neil Armstrong was pragmatic in his outlook for the mission and keenly 

aware of the challenge. When a college friend once asked him whether 

he wanted to be the first man on the moon, Armstrong replied, “No, I 

want to be the first man to come back from the moon.” 

As a child growing up in the Midwest, he had no hint of the 

extraordinary place in history that awaited him. He was the product of a 

middle-class family that moved from one small Ohio town to another. 

Like Aldrin, he harbored unusual interests. At age two his father took 

him to the National Air Races in Cleveland, Ohio, which seemed to 

spark a fascination with airplanes. His interest intensified when he 

went for his first airplane ride in a Ford Tri-Motor “Tin Goose” at age 

six. After graduation from high school in 1947, he enrolled at Purdue 

University in aeronautical engineering, but his education was inter-

rupted in 1949 when he was called to active duty as a Navy aviator 

flying Panther jets over Korea.  

Armstrong eventually returned to Purdue to complete his master’s 

degree, and in 1955 found his way to Edwards Air Force Base as a test 

pilot for experimental aircraft. In April 1960, he was selected to join 

a small group of experimental pilots to fly the X-20 “Dyna-Soar,” a 

delta-wing aircraft capable of being launched into earth orbit. His later 

flights in X-15 jets became legendary. This was just the beginning of 

Armstrong’s career flying exotic aircraft.  

In 1962 he received a call from Deke Slayton, who told him NASA 

needed pilots like him who were willing to fly machines that had yet to 

be invented. Neil Armstrong, it seemed, had the stuff to do that. 

Armstrong’s hallmark was an uncanny ability to remain cool in the 

midst of a crisis. As he would soon learn, there were many ways to die 

as an astronaut, and you didn’t need to be strapped atop a rocket to get 

yourself killed. The astronaut training itself was often life-threatening. 

Take the case of the Lunar Landing Training Vehicle (LLTV), one of 



Makings of a Moon Walk 

 

126 

the most dangerous flying machines ever contrived. Its purpose was   

to simulate the flight of the lunar lander, as it had four “legs” and        

a massive fan that allowed it to hover like a helicopter. It was             

so peculiar and clumsy that the astronauts dubbed it the “flying 

bedstead.” 

“The LLTV was the ugliest contraption in the world,” said Gene 

Cernan. “You either landed, ejected, or killed yourself.” But it was the 

closest thing they had to simulate a lunar lander and Armstrong had no 

trepidation about flying it.  

On May 6, 1968, Armstrong flew the bedstead to an altitude of one-

hundred-plus feet in fairly high winds when it began bucking and 

backfiring. The machine then pitched up and banked steeply as it aimed 

for the ground. In a last-second effort to save his life, Armstrong ejected, 

the parachute barely deploying before he hit the surface. Within four 

seconds from the first sign of trouble, the aircraft was in flames. Arm-

strong stood up, brushed himself off, and headed back to his office to 

finish some paperwork. 

A few minutes later, fellow astronaut Alan Bean came into the office 

he and Neil shared. Bean hadn’t heard about the accident, and Arm-

strong didn’t bother to mention it. After a brief exchange of pleasantries, 

Bean left and met up with a couple of NASA employees who were vividly 

discussing something in the hallway. Apparently there had been an 

accident of some kind. 

“What happened?” Bean asked. 

“Well, the wind was high and Neil ran out of fuel and bailed out [of 

the LLTV].” 

“When did this happen?” Bean asked. 

“It just happened an hour ago.” 

“That’s bullshit!” Bean said. “I just came out of my office and Neil’s 

there at his desk. He’s in his flight suit, but he’s in there shuffling some 

papers.” 

“No, it was Neil,” they said. 

Bean still couldn’t believe it and went back to his office to tell 

Armstrong. 

“I just heard the funniest story,” he told Armstrong, who was still at 

his desk. 

“What?” he asked. 

“I heard that you bailed out of the LLTV an hour ago.” 

“Yeah,” Armstrong said. “I did.” 

Bean was stunned. “What happened?” he asked. 
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“I lost control,” Armstrong explained, “and had to bail out of the 

darn thing.” 

That was all he had to say about the matter. The LLTV was 

grounded shortly thereafter, even though Armstrong himself described 

it as an “accurate simulation” of what it would be like to fly over and 

land on the lunar surface. In any case, Armstrong’s near-death 

encounter said a great deal about who he was as a pilot and a man. In 

the face of danger, he had remained steadfastly calm and escaped with 

his life. He now had the unspoken respect of the entire Astronaut Corps.  
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“We felt very strongly the great amount of effort, the great 

amount of technology, and the great amount of teamwork that 

had gone together to make this. And I think anyone would be 

foolish to think that God wasn’t the leader of this.”  

— Tom Manison, Elder 

Webster Presbyterian Church  

18 

The Silver Chalice 

During his days as an astronaut, Aldrin, his wife, Joan, and their 

children, Michael, Janice, and Andrew, regularly attended Webster 

Presbyterian Church, a small parish near the space center where Buzz 

taught Sunday school and served as a church elder. The pastor, Rev-

erend Dean Woodruff, and Aldrin became close friends. One of the topics 

Woodruff often spoke of was the meaning of the communion service. 

“One of the principal symbols,” Aldrin said of Woodruff’s sermons, “is 

that God reveals himself in the common elements of everyday life. The 

traditions of the church had it that these elements are represented in 

communion with bread and wine—foods that were common in biblical 

times, as they were products of a man’s labor.”  

Now, as Aldrin prepared to go to the moon, an idea began to germinate. 

“One day while I was at Cape Kennedy, working with the sophis-

ticated tools of the space effort,” he said, “it occurred to me that these 

tools were the typical elements of life today. I wondered if it might be 

possible to take communion on the moon, symbolizing the thought that 

God was revealing Himself there, too, as man reached out into the 

universe. For there are many of us in the NASA program who do trust 

that what we were doing is part of God’s eternal plan for man.” 

When he returned to Houston, Aldrin spoke with Reverend 

Woodruff about the idea. According to Aldrin, Woodruff was 

“enthusiastic.” 

Right away questions came up. Was it theologically correct for a 
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layman to serve himself communion under these circumstances? 

Reverend Woodruff felt it would be, but thought it best to clear it with 

the clerk of the Presbyterian Church General Assembly. Meanwhile, as 

a NASA chaplain and ordained Presbyterian minister, Reverend John 

Stout was also caught up in the dilemma and worked internally to 

facilitate the matter through NASA.  

“It was a big question,” Stout said. “In the hierarchy of the church, a 

layperson has to have approval at senior levels in the Presbyterian 

Church.” There was also the question of performing a religious service on 

a government funded moon landing. The mix of religion and space was 

destined to bubble up through the top ranks of the agency. The timing 

could not have been better for Dr. Thomas Paine, the newly appointed 

NASA top official, and in some ways, it could not have been worse. On 

April 3, 1969, Paine had just taken over from James Webb as the NASA 

Administrator responsible for the first moon landing. In addition to 

assuming the job during an exciting time in the program, however, Paine 

also had to deal with a lawsuit filed by Madalyn Murray O’Hair. O’Hair 

had filed against NASA in general, and Thomas Paine in particular as its 

figurehead, for allowing the Apollo 8 reading from the book of Genesis. 

She claimed the space organization was allowing the use of “government 

property” as a platform for religious acts, a clear violation of the First 

and Fourteenth amendments requiring separation of church and state. 

In May 1969, a letter from the National Presbyterian Center in 

Washington D.C. concerning the communion issue was funneled 

through Paine to the desk of Julian Scheer, who deferred the decision to 

the Apollo Prayer League. Given the lawsuit brewing with O’Hair, 

NASA wanted to steer clear of any direct involvement. Meanwhile, 

Reverend Woodruff was striving to resolve the situation directly with 

the church. After a time, permission was granted by both organizations 

and the way for the lunar communion was cleared.  

This hurdle behind him, Aldrin knew he would need a way to get the 

communion elements on board the spacecraft. As it turned out, NASA 

already had a method in place. Each astronaut was permitted to carry a 

Personal Preference Kit, or PPK, in which to stow personal items, a 

small white pouch measuring roughly 4” x 8” that could weigh no more 

than eight ounces. Final approval of the astronauts’ PPK contents was 

made solely by Deke Slayton. PPK items were logged separately from 

NASA-owned items, which ostensibly excluded them from public 

controversy. “I could carry the bread in a plastic bag,” Aldrin surmised, 

“the way regular in-flight food is wrapped. And the wine also—there will 
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be just enough gravity on the moon for liquid to pour. I’ll be able to 

drink normally from the cup.” 

The idea began to take shape.  

 

 

“I have this Personal Preference Kit,” he told Woodruff. “Go find me a 

silver chalice—but it can be no heavier than two ounces.” The chalice, 

together with the bread and wine, would go in a special “communion kit” 

inside Aldrin’s PPK. With these weight restrictions in mind, Reverend 

Woodruff set out to find a suitable chalice, a task he suspected would 

prove difficult. It had to be exceedingly small, light, elegant, and 

befitting a sacrament of historical proportions. 

The first place he visited was Corrigan Jewelers at Alameda Mall in 

Houston. He wasn’t expecting to find a chalice, but hoped for advice on 

where he might find one. He described the item he was searching for to 

the sales clerk behind the counter. She thought for a moment, then 

reached below and drew a tiny silver chalice from the display case.  

“You mean like this?” she said, placing it on the counter.  

“That’s exactly what I mean,” said the Reverend.  

The next week he showed Aldrin the chalice. It was light enough. So 

light, in fact, that it allowed for another item. At that moment Reverend 

Woodruff saw a unique opportunity.  

“I just happened to have gotten a bronze seal of the church,” he said. 

“And we decided we just might be able to get this in so we would have 

another symbol of the church.” He weighed it and it was just half an 

ounce. “I smiled,” he said. “I just happened to have two, so I threw them 

together.”  

But together they weighed too much.  

Reluctant to sacrifice the opportunity, he decided to use lessons 

learned from one of his parishioners, Jack Kinzler. Jack was the head of 

the Technical Services Division at NASA’s Manned Spacecraft Center 

credited for developing the “zip gun.” Jack managed a large group of 

electricians, machinists, metal fabricators, and welders and was adept 

at calibrating and fashioning metal.  

Understanding the required mechanics, Woodruff took a file, pared 

the two coins down “in true Jack Kinzler precision manner” and then 

glued them together. The resulting fused seals were then light enough 

to include in Aldrin’s PPK.  

The plans Aldrin and Woodruff developed called for two very special 

communion services at the Webster Presbyterian Church. The first 
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would be just prior to the Apollo 11 launch scheduled for July 16, 1969. 

Such a service was deemed acceptable in the eyes of NASA officials, as 

no one could stop an astronaut from practicing his faith on his own time. 

The controversial aspect of the plan, should it become known, had to do 

with the second communion scheduled for Sunday, July 20, during the 

time Aldrin and Armstrong were slated to be on the lunar surface. 

On that Sunday, the congregation in Webster, Texas, would gather 

to receive communion at a prescribed hour Texas time, while Aldrin took 

communion himself as close as possible to the same hour from inside the 

lunar module. The intent was to represent “not only our local church,” 

said Aldrin, “but the Church as a whole.” 

Finally, there was the matter of which passages of the Holy 

Scripture would be read during the lunar communion service. Aldrin 

discussed it with Woodruff. 

“I thought long about this and came up at last with John 15:5,” 

Aldrin said. “Dean would read the same passage at the full congregation 

service held back home that same day.” 

Aldrin also sought advice from his father, who suggested the 

passage from Psalm 8, the Song of Praise Rejoices. Aldrin scribbled both 

verses onto a small card and stowed it in his PPK along with the 

communion elements.  

With this, everything was set for Aldrin’s pre-flight communion 

service. In order to avoid media attention, Reverend Woodruff advised 

the congregation not to discuss Aldrin’s communion plans outside the 

church. In light of O’Hair’s lawsuit, there was no way NASA officials 

would approve of an astronaut publicizing a communion on the moon—

especially with a church congregation. After the Genesis reading on 

Apollo 8, Deke Slayton had expressly warned against any religious 

observance during a mission. NASA Administrator Thomas Paine, on 

the other hand, had ordered that no one within the agency coach the 

astronauts on what to say while on the lunar surface. Thus, the line 

between what could and could not be said was somewhat blurred. The 

astronauts could say whatever they wanted, it seemed, but not as part 

of any religious observance. All his life Buzz had been deeply religious 

and the impending services meant a great deal to him. He hoped to 

carry the plan off without a hitch, but problems inevitably arose. 

It was Saturday, the day before he was scheduled to depart Houston 

for the launch site at the Cape, when Aldrin asked the flight physician’s 

permission to receive communion at a Webster Presbyterian Church 

service the very next morning.  
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“You want to what?” the physician said. 

Aldrin should have anticipated the doctor’s reaction. The flight 

physician was taking no chances. A cold germ, a flu virus, and the whole 

moon shot might have to be aborted. In fact, to avoid contamination, 

Aldrin and his crewmates were required to appear at a pre-launch press 

conference wearing sterile masks and talking from behind a special 

partition. And now Aldrin was asking to join an entire church congre-

gation in breaking bread. The flight physician would not hear of it. 

Aldrin called Reverend Woodruff with the news late that night. 

“It doesn’t look real good, Dean.”  

“What about a private service?” Woodruff asked. “Without the whole 

congregation?”  

Aldrin figured this might be a possibility. He called the flight 

physician, who reluctantly agreed, provided there were only a handful of 

people present. 

So the next day, shortly after the Sunday morning service, Aldrin’s 

wife Joan and their oldest boy Mike—the only one of the three children 

who was a communicant—went to the church. There they met Reverend 

Woodruff, his wife Floy, and a close family friend, Tom Manison, with 

his wife, Robin. The seven went into the sanctuary. On the communion 

table were two loaves of bread, one for now, the other for two weeks 

later. Beside the two loaves were two chalices, one the small silver cup 

Woodruff had purchased for Aldrin’s communion on the moon. 

At the end of the service, Reverend Woodruff took the silver chalice, 

tore off a corner of the loaf of bread, and handed them to Buzz. A few 

hours later, Aldrin was speeding across the skies in a T-38 east toward 

Cape Kennedy. 

 

At the Manned Spacecraft Center in Houston, Jack Kinzler was 

hurrying to complete his list of assignments for the upcoming Apollo 11 

mission when Bob Gilruth, Director of the Manned Spacecraft Center, 

popped into his office. With the historic launch only weeks away, 

Gilruth wanted to know if Kinzler could “come up with something” to 

symbolize the country—something that would mark the historic event 

and remain on the moon for all time.  

“Okay,” Kinzler replied. 

Even as Gilruth vanished around the corner, Kinzler had the 

answer. What could be more appropriate, he thought, than a flag that 

would symbolize the U.S.A.?  
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Kinzler’s next idea was for a sign to be left on the lunar surface 

affixed to the spacecraft. He quickly jotted down a general message for a 

plaque and passed it to Gilruth the next day. NASA public information 

officials would undoubtedly come up with a more appropriate message, 

but this would give them something to start with. The message was 

reviewed and modified by NASA and forwarded to the White House for 

approval. It read: 
 

Here Men from the Planet Earth 

First Landed on the Moon 

July 1969 A.D. 

We Come in Peace for all Mankind. 

As it turned out, NASA’s final message wasn’t exactly final. William 

Safire, a young speechwriter for President Nixon, received a copy of the 

proposed wording for the plaque, and some of the word choices troubled 

him. For instance, the word landed bothered him, as the C.I.A. sus-

pected the Soviets might have already landed an unmanned vehicle. 

Nixon’s chief speechwriter, Pat Buchanan, suggested “set foot,’’ which 

solved the problem. The words “We come in peace,” sounded to Safire 

“like the sort of thing you’d say to Hollywood Indians.” Safire suggested 

that they at least change the tense, “so that the message would not 

seem to be directed to lunar inhabitants.” The fix was made to “came 

in peace.”  

Since the Nixon administration had a strong religious constituency, 

they left “July 1969 A.D.” as it stood, since A.D. or Anno Domini, “in the 

year of our Lord,” was a shrewd way of sneaking God in and would     

tell space travelers eons hence that earthlings in 1969 had religious 

inclinations.  

During the run-up to the mission, considerable attention at the 

White House was directed to what President Nixon should say during a 

scheduled “telephone call to the moon” and how his image should be 

presented to the American public. During these discussions, astronaut 

Frank Borman, the Administration’s NASA liaison, broke in with a 

sobering thought.  

“You want to be thinking of some alternative posture for the 

President in the event of mishap—like what to say to the widows.”  

“Suddenly,” Safire said, “we were faced with the dark side of the 

moon planning. Death, if it came, would not come in a terrible blaze of 

glory; the greatest danger was that the two astronauts, once on the 
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moon, would not be able to return to the command module.” 

In that event, they would have to bid the world farewell and “close 

down communication” preparatory to suicide or starvation. It would 

hardly advance the cause of space exploration to force a half-billion 

viewers and listeners to participate in the agony of their demise. So 

Safire prepared an appropriate statement for the President about men 

who came in peace and stayed to rest in peace and placed it in his desk 

drawer in case of a tragedy.  

The proposed wording for the plaque was then sent to the President 

for approval. By all reports, Nixon was excited by the prospect of being 

the sitting president of the country whose space travelers first set foot 

on another celestial body. The President approved the message—but only 

after adding his name at the bottom of the plaque. No one mentioned to 

him that his name wasn’t entirely appropriate since he himself would 

not actually be landing on the moon.  

Kinzler prepared a model of the plaque with the final wording, then 

inserted a small symbolic American flag in the upper portion and took it 

to Gilruth.  

“You know, Jack,” Gilruth said, “What you really could do is put an 

image of the Eastern Hemisphere and the Western Hemisphere on top. 

If any creatures from outer space should land on the moon later and 

look back toward earth, they would see this kind of an outline and they 

would know where this craft came from.” 

“Great idea,” Kinzler said, and headed back to the shop.  

 

Lying on Jack Kinzler’s desk in the Manned Spacecraft Center on the 

morning of July 15, 1969, was the final minted plaque. Next to it, folded 

neatly in its tubular fireproof fitting, was the first American lunar flag 

alongside an Allen wrench. 

According to NASA Director of Engineering, Maxime Faget,      

“The U.S. had no intention of placing an American flag on the moon 

because it would look to the rest of the world like the U.S. was trying 

to claim it.” But a few weeks before the launch, he said, “we changed 

our minds.”  

Before Armstrong and Aldrin departed for the Cape, Kinzler 

instructed them on how to deploy the flag, telescoping it like a portable 

umbrella to display the full illusionary “wind blown” effect. Kinzler had 

found a method to sculpt a wave into the flag when horizontally           

extended. Photos of the flag “waving” on the lunar surface would perplex 
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viewers for years to come and elicit questions as to whether American 

astronauts had ever been to the moon at all, since there was no wind on 

the airless sphere.  

“We had to package it so it would withstand heat from the descent 

engine when it was touching downward, firing the thrusters down to the 

moon’s surface,” Kinzler said. “We knew that the moon craft would be 

coming down with 3000 degree flames and the flag needed protection.”  

Since the only device the astronauts could use to pound the flag’s 

shaft into the lunar surface was their geologic hammer, Kinzler was 

afraid they might tear it up, so at the top of the flag he installed a one-

inch hardened steel tip. “I didn’t want it all bent up when they left it on 

the moon,” he said. He then had a red line painted near the bottom of 

the shaft so the astronauts would know how deep to pound the flag pole 

into the lunar soil. “We had data on unmanned vehicles on the moon,” 

Kinzler said, “and we knew pretty much from the soundings what the 

surface was like.” 

Later that day George Low appeared at Kinzler’s door.  

“Are you ready?” he asked. 

A Lear jet was waiting to take them to the Cape, where they would 

be picked up and driven directly to the launch site.  

It was nearly dark when Kinzler ascended to the top of the fully-

fueled Saturn V rocket. He affixed the plaque to the center step of the 

lunar ladder, then attached the tube containing the flag adjacent to the  

lunar landing legs. The procedure for deployment would be simple: down 

the ladder, five steps to the left, a ninety-degree left turn, and the first 

American lunar flag would be within easy reach of the first man on the 

moon.  

Apollo 11 liftoff was scheduled for 9:32 a.m. the following morning.  
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“I wish that everyone could see the earth from a hundred 

thousand miles distance, for it would certainly change our 

perspective. Perhaps if mankind could stop for a moment and 

see himself and the world—not from a hundred thousand miles 

out—but as God looks upon it, things would be a lot different. 

Our own perspective on His ‘Divine Mission’ would be a reality.” 

— Reverend John Stout  

Director, The Apollo Prayer League 

19 

Apollo 11: Destination Moon 

Before dawn on July 16, 1969, the crew of Apollo 11 was eating the 

traditional pre-launch breakfast of steak and eggs when a member of 

the support crew approached the flight physician with a concerned look. 

“The secretary just kissed Armstrong,” he reported.  

Under any other circumstances, the secretary’s actions would not 

have been noteworthy. But as everyone knew, any physical contact with 

outsiders, including that of wives and family, could contaminate the 

astronauts and threaten the entire mission. The crew had even declined 

dinner with President Nixon the night before in order to avoid such a 

risk, and now an exuberant secretary had accosted Armstrong in the 

crew dining area and kissed him. After a quick assessment of the breach 

by the physician, it was decided the incident would be kept quiet and 

the launch would proceed on schedule.  

At 6:00 a.m., the astronauts walked to the transfer van for the eight-

mile ride to the launch pad. In the viewing area sat several members of 

Webster Presbyterian Church who Aldrin had invited to the launch. The 

astronauts emerged in their $100,000 space suits, helmets, and portable 

oxygen ventilators, all standing around 5’10 or 5’11 tall, all weighing 

roughly 165 pounds. In the pre-dawn light, it was impossible for the 

church members to tell them apart. Then, as the men passed the view-

ing area, one of them turned abruptly to the group and gave a thumbs-

up. This one, they knew, was Buzz, signaling that everything—in every 

sense—was a Go.  
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Pre-launch access to the Saturn V rocket was tightly guarded by the 

ground crew and by one man in particular—Pad Leader Guenter Wendt. 

Because of his attention to detail and heavy German accent, John Glenn 

nicknamed him “fuehrer of der launch pad.” A thin, smiling bespectacled 

technician, Guenter was the final word for the launch tower close-out 

team. Dressed in a white cape and overalls, he stood to the right of the 

hatch door, clipboard in hand, as the astronauts approached the capsule. 

His was the last earthbound face they would see before launch.  

But as serious as “der fuehrer” was, he enjoyed a good prank. Gag 

gifts had become a pre-launch ritual, and Guenter had spent a lot of time 

thinking of a gag gift for the crew of this special mission. Remembering 

the ceremonial “key to the city” often given to visiting dignitaries, 

Guenter came up with the idea of a large “key to the moon” made of 

Styrofoam and wrapped in tin foil. A crescent moon made up the shaft. 

On one end of the shaft was an oval ring and on the other were teeth 

like those of an old skeleton key. In return, Armstrong presented 

Guenter with a small card he had tucked under the wristband of his 

Omega watch. It was a ticket for a space ride, “good between any two 

planets.”  

The crew named the lunar module Eagle; the command module was 

Columbia. Buzz was the last to board. Guenter dropped him off halfway 

up the gantry to wait until Armstrong and Collins were secured in their 

seats. The sun was just peeking over the horizon when Guenter returned 

for him, and the gantry elevator lifted them to the capsule. Buzz too had 

a special gift for Guenter. Since both were members of the Presbyterian 

Church, Aldrin presented him with a small condensed version of the 

Bible, “Good News for Modern Man.” It was one of 130 copies Buzz had 

purchased for Webster Presbyterian Church in memory of his mother, 

who had taken her own life the previous year.  

On the morning of July 16, only 169 days before the end of the 

decade, Apollo 11 rumbled to life with three American men aboard. 

Affixed to the lunar landing ladder was the plaque that read: 

 

Here Men from Earth 

First Set Foot Upon the Moon 

July, 1969 A.D. 

We Came in Peace for All Mankind 
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Aldrin carried in his PPK the tiny communion kit given to him by 

the church containing the silver chalice, a corner from Reverend Wood-

ruff’s communion bread loaf, and wine in a vial about the size of his 

finger tip. On the small card was scribbled the scriptural reading he had 

chosen for the communion. Also stowed in his PPK was a miniature copy 

of Robert Goddard’s 1966 autobiography in recognition of Goddard as 

the “Father of the Space Age” and one of his father’s first instructors. 

Among other memorabilia in his PPK were charms from his late 

mother’s bracelet. Marion Moon Aldrin was seldom seen without the 

bracelet displaying fifteen charms of hearts and circles bearing the 

names of her children and grandchildren. Her maiden name, Moon, 

seemed a portent of the impending event.  

The beaches and coastal roads were awash with people from all 

corners of the globe. Traffic slowed to a crawl and streets became all but 

impassable. The beaches themselves became parking lots. The count-

down proceeded on time as hundreds of thousands pressed the gates and 

fences of the Kennedy Space Center, hoping to get a glimpse of the 

spacecraft in the distance. Three hundred technicians and controllers 

were involved in the countdown at the Cape, while hundreds more worked 

their way through the count at Mission Control in Houston. Thousands 

were on duty at tracking stations around the world, aboard tracking 

ships, and aircraft. Meanwhile, Walter Cronkite and Wally Schirra, now 

retired from NASA, provided live television commentary on CBS. 

Excitement mounted as helicopters flew overhead and cars ferried 

people across the Cape seeking the best vantage point. Bleachers for 

VIPs, congressmen, celebrities, and foreign dignitaries were filled. Then 

came the final countdown, followed by an incredible roar. The crowds 

fell silent as the delayed rumble of the engine thrust grew into an earth-

shaking eruption, vibrating the ground for five miles.  

“It rattles your chest cavity,” a Webster parishioner observed. “The 

heat comes up your pant leg and the decibel reading approaches the 

level of pain.” 

“With all the smoke we couldn’t tell if it lifted off or blew up,” said 

Jan Armstrong. Finally, in twenty seconds that seemed like forever, 

they saw Apollo 11 slowly emerge from the flames and smoke.  

 

 

After an initial “rough ride” atop the Saturn V, the crew jettisoned the 

rocket and prepared for the four-day journey to the moon. Many of the 



The Apostles of Apollo 

 

139 

usual mid-course corrections were deemed unnecessary by Mission 

Control, as the spacecraft trajectory was absolutely perfect. The crew 

attempted to rest, but it was difficult. “We had enough adrenaline 

pump-ing through our systems for several missions,” Aldrin said. 

As was traditional, Mission Control kept them apprised of the day’s 

events on earth:  

 

CapCom:   Among the large headlines concerning Apollo this morning, 

there’s one asking that you watch for a lovely girl with a big 

rabbit. An ancient legend says a beautiful Chinese girl called 

Chang-o has been living there for 4000 years. It seems she 

was banished to the moon because she stole the pill of 

immortality from her husband. You might also look for her 

companion, a large Chinese rabbit, who is easy to spot since 

he is always standing on his hind feet in the shade of a 

cinnamon tree. The name of the rabbit is not reported.  

Aldrin:  Roger. We’ll keep a close eye out for the bunny girl. 

CapCom:  You residents of the spacecraft Columbia may also be 

interested in knowing that today is Independence Day in the 

country of Colombia. And Gloria Diaz of the Philippines was 

crowned Miss Universe last night. She defeated 60 other girls 

for the global beauty title. Miss Diaz is 18, with black hair 

and eyes, and measures 34-1/2, 23, 34-1/2. 

 

But in the midst of the impending moon landing, another story was 

vying for headlines. On July 18, Senator Ted Kennedy attended a party 

on Chappaquiddick Island in Massachusetts. At about 11:00 p.m., he 

borrowed his chauffeur’s keys to his Oldsmobile limousine and offered to 

give a ride home to Mary Jo Kopechne, a campaign worker. Leaving the 

island by way of an unlit bridge with no guard rail, Kennedy’s car 

veered off the bridge and flipped into Poucha Pond. He swam to shore 

and walked back to the party. It wasn’t until the next morning that 

police were notified. Kopechne had drowned and the senator was thrust 

into an onerous state of affairs that would plague him for years to come. 

The episode temporarily distracted Americans as sixty miles above the 

moon, Apollo 11 was completing its final orbit in preparation for the 

first moon landing. 
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Onboard the spacecraft, Armstrong and Aldrin made their way through 

the hatch. Once on board the lunar lander, they would descend upside 

down and would not see the moon until moments before touchdown 

when they pitched forward at 7,000 feet above the lunar surface.  

“You cats take it easy,” Collins radioed, as the lunar module 

undocked from the command module and silently floated away for its 

historic descent to the lunar surface. Armstrong radioed Collins a 

poignant and simple farewell. Collins, now circling alone in the cosmic 

dark, responded with a bit of irreverence.  

“I think you’ve got a fine-looking flying machine, there, Eagle,” 

Collins said, “despite the fact you’re upside down.” 

“Somebody’s upside down,” Armstrong replied. 

“You guys take care.”  

“See you later.” 

Collins looked over his shoulder at his crewmates and glimpsed a 

vision that he would never forget. As Neil and Buzz drifted away in the 

lunar module toward the moon, the earth suddenly rose into view direct-

ly behind them.  

“So I could say to myself, look, that’s all there are,” Collins said. 

“Three billion people there and two people here—and that’s all there are.” 

The two people in the lunar module descended silently toward the 

emptiness of the moon below.  
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“Apollo first placed human feet on a planet other than earth. It 

is a fact. And at the same time, it is a symbol. It is a symbol of 

humans reaching outward—a symbol of the human spirit. Yet, it 

was not accomplished by human endeavor alone. It was 

strengthened with the spirit of God within those who 

accomplished it.” 

— Dick Koos, Mission Control 

Apollo Flight Simulation Supervisor  

20 

One Small Step 

When he arrived at Mission Control that morning, Flight Director Gene 

Kranz had already been to mass at the Shrine of the True Cross near his 

home in Dickinson. He brought with him a brand-new vest of white 

brocade that Marta had made especially for this day’s shift. The vests 

had become Kranz’s hallmark and a symbol of team readiness in 

Mission Control. Kranz worked all the odd-numbered Apollo missions 

and wore a different vest for each flight and for each shift.  

Gene and Marta were a team. In fact, they were their own best 

example of teamwork. Years ago they had sought their parents’ approval 

to marry and were summarily denied. They were just too different, they 

were told, and the marriage was doomed to fail. Kranz, an Air Force 

military man with a trademark flattop, was the son of a German 

immigrant; Marta Cadena was the daughter of Mexican immigrants 

who fled their country during the Mexican Revolution. Undeterred, the 

young couple resolutely proceeded to obtain a marriage license and 

exchange wedding vows at a Catholic church in Marta’s home town of 

Eagle Pass, Texas.  

Eleven years later the marriage was stronger than ever. Flight Direc-

tor Kranz knew how to make a marriage work just as he knew how to 

make a team of flight controllers pull together. Now, as Black Team Flight 

Director Glynn Lunney closed out his shift, Kranz carefully removed the 

vest from its plastic bag and meticulously buttoned it up the front. The 

White Team was now officially in charge of the first moon landing. 
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When the Apollo 11 lunar module circled behind the moon, Kranz 

directed the doors to Mission Control be locked, a sign to the flight 

controllers that there was no turning back and no way out. 

“We don’t even think of tying this game,” Kranz announced, “we 

think only to win . . . . And after we finish this sonofagun, we’re gonna go 

out and have a beer and we’ll say, ‘Dammit, we really did something.’”  

Kranz was aware the team was nervous. Besides hosting the first 

moon landing, there was another reason. During a final simulation test 

two weeks earlier, just as confidence was soaring, flight simulation 

supervisor Dick Koos decided to toss one last unlikely “sim” at them. 

“Hey guys,” he said, “open your books to Case No. 26 and have them 

load it in the simulators.”  

The technicians responded and Case 26 was loaded. Dick smiled and 

turned to his team.  

“Okay gang, let’s sock it to them and see what they know about 

computer program alarms.”  

The lunar module computer provided a series of four-digit alarm codes 

signaling varying degrees of severity. In the front row, 26-year-old flight 

engineer Steve Bales was ready. Bales was charged with a Go-NoGo call 

on program alarms. He had done well so far in training and was glad the 

test was coming to an end. Within seconds a 1201 alarm code flashed on 

his console. This was the first time he had seen this code and it was 

meaningless to him. As he watched, another series of 1201 and 1202 

alarms appeared. The codes warned that the computer was overloaded 

and unable to complete its job during the cycle. Bales was desperate. After 

another burst of alarms and a check with his back-room support team, he 

delivered the news to Kranz that a Flight Director never wants to hear.  

“Flight . . . something is wrong . . . . Abort the landing . . . . ABORT!” 

On that note of alarm, Armstrong and Aldrin, in the simulator, 

confirmed the abort call and ignited the ascent engine in a simulated 

emergency liftoff from the moon. Kranz was not happy. He felt they 

should have ended the test with a successful simulated landing. 

But if anyone was unhappier than Kranz, it was Dick Koos. He held 

his emotions in check until the simulation debriefing, then erupted. 

“THIS WAS NOT AN ABORT. YOU SHOULD HAVE CONTINUED 

THE LANDING.” He grabbed Kranz by the throat.  

“If normal flight operations were proceeding and the crew displays 

were indicating that mission-critical tasks were getting done, you do not 

abort!” he seethed. “You must have two cues before aborting. You called 

for an abort with only one!”  
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Case closed. A hard lesson had been burned into the brains of 

Mission Control personnel and into the brain of Steve Bales in 

particular. When Bales prepared the final abort code list, the 1201 and 

1202 overload alarms were not included. Now, with the lunar descent 

imminent, the failed simulation was still fresh on the controllers’ 

minds. 

 

At approximately 4:00 p.m. EDT on July 20, 1969, Armstrong and 

Aldrin hovered above the surface of the moon. The terrain beneath them 

was unlike anything they had seen in training. While the simulator 

showed relatively few craters, maybe several hundred, what they were 

seeing were thousands of craters, some as deep as the Grand Canyon.  

Five minutes into the descent came the first alarm.  

“Program Alarm,” Armstrong reported, “It’s a 1201.”  

In Mission Control, hearts shot up into throats. It was up to flight 

engineer Steve Bales to say Go or Abort. His stomach knotted. Dick 

Koss’s final sim test had become a reality.  

“1201 alarm,” repeated Kranz on the loop, awaiting an answer.  

With minimum hesitation, Bales responded. “We’re Go, Flight.” His 

voice quivered slightly. 

Forty-two seconds later, another 1202 alarm. Bales’ response this 

time was immediate. “We’re Go on that alarm. We’re Go.” 

As the lunar module dropped its legs toward the moon’s surface, the 

astronauts caught the first glimpse of the terrain through the bottom of 

their window. Eagle’s computer was directing them toward a boulder 

field with craters the size of football fields. With little over sixty seconds 

of fuel remaining in the descent engine, Armstrong overrode the 

automatic targeting system that was maneuvering them into the crater-

strewn terrain and took manual control, searching quickly for a 

smoother landing site. Standing on the left side of the lunar module 

cockpit with Eagle’s fuel almost down to nothing, he used his joystick to 

spin the spacecraft about, hurtling forward, feet first.  

The spacecraft passed through 3000 feet altitude. Five seconds later, 

another 1201. Thirty-four seconds later, with the lander at only 770 feet, 

yet another 1202 alarm. Bales called a Go in each case. Armstrong’s 

heart rate rose from 120 to 150 beats per minute. Beneath his vest, 

Kranz’s chest was swollen with pride in his team.  

In Mission Control, CapCom Charlie Duke passed information to the 

crew about the alarms. The alarms, together with Duke’s repeated expla-
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nations, eventually became distracting. Finally Deke Slayton punched 

him in the side and said, “Charlie, shut up and let them land.”  

An extraordinary moment was developing. Armstrong had to either 

land or abort within the next few seconds. A landing site was just below 

them, but he still had to get the Eagle down.  

A voice came over the flight director’s loop, “Low level.” Fuel was 

now below the point where it could be measured. No one was breathing 

in Mission Control. Aldrin began a read out of the final descent.  

From his small apartment in Brielle, New Jersey, Aldrin’s father 

listened intently with family members as his son relayed the final 

moments of touchdown to his commander.  

“Okay, you’re pegged on horizontal velocity,” Aldrin reported to 

Armstrong.  

“Take it down . . . 100 feet.”  

“Five percent [fuel].”  

“Quantity light . . . 75 feet . . . 40 feet . . . “ 

With only seconds of fuel left, the descent engine began blowing up 

moon dust for miles in every direction.  

“I knew that no matter what I would say or do from now on, this 

crew is going to go in for the landing,” said Kranz. “So we just shut up 

here on the ground.”  

“Contact light!” Aldrin called out as the lander legs touched the 

lunar surface.  

“Shutdown,” reported Armstrong, shutting off the engine. He then 

keyed his mike: “Houston, Tranquility Base here. The Eagle has landed.”  

When they finally touched down, the fuel tank was almost empty. 

Bedlam broke out in Mission Control. Duke responded to Armstrong 

above the cheers. 

“Roger, Tranquility. We copy you on the ground. You’ve got a bunch 

of guys about to turn blue. We’re breathing again. Thanks a lot.” 

 

 

The time was 4:17:42 p.m. EDT, Sunday, July 20, 1969. In this year, 

in this month, on this date, and at this hour, minute, and second, NASA 

had accomplished phase one of the challenge set forth by President 

Kennedy in 1961. Phase two was the challenge ahead: returning the 

astronauts safely to earth.  
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Onboard Eagle, it was deathly silent. Armstrong and Aldrin looked 

over at one another and grinned. After a back-slap and a handshake, 

they set to work preparing Eagle for takeoff, in the event they had to 

leave in a hurry. Once the tasks were complete, their schedule called 

for—of all things—a four-hour nap. This aspect of the mission schedule 

was utterly unfathomable to the crew. 

“Whoever signed off on that plan,” Aldrin said, “didn’t know much 

psychology.” The two astronauts were charged with adrenaline. “Telling 

us to try to sleep before the EVA was like telling kids on Christmas 

morning that they had to stay in bed until noon.” 

Armstrong asked Houston’s permission to start preparations to 

leave the Eagle earlier than originally scheduled. With pressure from 

the astronauts and the press, permission was granted. Now, Aldrin 

knew, was the time for communion.  

He turned to his PPK where the communion elements were stowed. 

Mindful of what he was to do and say publicly, he cued the mike.  

“This is the LM pilot speaking,” he said to Houston and broadcast to 

the entire world. “I’d like to request a moment of silence. I would like to 

invite each person listening in, whoever and wherever they may be, to 

pause for a moment and contemplate the events of the past few hours 

and to give thanks in his or her own individual way.” 

For Aldrin, this meant taking communion. 

He placed the communion elements together with the silver chalice 

and scripture reading on a small table in front of the abort guidance 

system computer. Then, during the planned radio blackout, he turned 

and offered communion to Armstrong. 

“No, I don’t believe so,” Armstrong replied, “but if that’s your thing 

go ahead.”  

Aldrin then turned his attention to the holy ritual. 

“I poured the wine into the chalice,” he said. “In the one-sixth 

gravity of the moon the wine curled slowly and gracefully up the side of 

the cup. It was interesting to think that the very first liquid ever poured 

on the moon, and the first food eaten there, were communion elements. 

“And so, just before I partook of the elements, I read the words I had 

chosen to indicate our trust that as man probes into space we are in fact 

acting in Christ . . . I sensed especially strongly my unity with our church 

back home and with the Church everywhere.”  

Then Aldrin read the verse from John 15:5 he had printed on the 

card: 
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I am the vine, you are the branches. Whoever remains in 

me, and I in him, will bear much fruit; for you can do 

nothing without me.  

 

There in the lunar module, in the faint lunar gravity, Aldrin ate the 

blessed fragment of bread and drank the wine. As Eagle’s body groaned 

with the impact of micrometeorites flying through the vacuum of space, 

he offered thanks “for the intelligence and the spirit that had brought 

two young pilots to the Sea of Tranquility.”  

Meanwhile on earth, millions of listeners from around the world 

gave thanks in their own way. The moment occurred around 3:30 p.m. 

Houston time on July 20, 1969.  

That evening, as Aldrin’s father walked along the beach outside his 

apartment in New Jersey, he paused to look up at the quarter moon. He 

could barely see the corner where his son had landed. At that moment 

he could not have been prouder. Somehow he knew Buzz’s mother was 

watching too. 

 

NASA routinely made the Voice of America network available to the 

Apollo Prayer League as a means of broadcasting to league members 

around the world, and Reverend Stout kept a red phone in the press 

room during missions as a hotline for communications to and from the 

APL. Although he had helped pave the way for the communion service, 

he could never have anticipated the role he would play next. 

After Apollo 11 landed it was apparent that news reporters had not 

been told of the time lapse before the astronauts would open the hatch. 

They expected the crew would simply land and hop out. While reporters 

had backup plans if something went terribly wrong, they had nothing 

for the near seven hours that lapsed between the astronauts’ touchdown 

and exiting the lunar module.  

Stout happened to be walking past the pressroom when Pedro 

Kattah, a network production engineer, called out to him, “John, come 

in here quick.” Stout walked in and Kattah phoned Voice of America 

headquarters in Washington, D.C. “John Stout just came by,” he said. 

“What do you want him to do?”  

“Give him the mike and let him say anything he wants,” they said. 

So for almost two hours Stout explained the background of the Apollo 

Prayer League and its outreach programs. His talk was translated into 

several languages and broadcast to countries across the globe.  
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“For awhile the Apollo Prayer League was the hot news,” he said.  

 

 

The historic nature of Apollo 11 ensured a crush of media attention, 

and Deke Slayton had gone to great lengths to shield the crew from the 

onslaught. As a result, news reporters tended to swarm around anyone 

else associated with the lunar mission, including Pastor Woodruff and 

members of the Webster Presbyterian Church. Woodruff soon 

discovered he had to walk a fine line. He obviously needed to 

acknowledge his famous parishioner, yet he didn’t want anything he 

would say, especially regarding the lunar communion, to be miscon-

strued or reported out of context. 

Woodruff had witnessed the launch of Apollo 11 at Cape Kennedy, 

then returned to Houston the following Saturday. Immediately, reporters 

quizzed him about what his sermon the following morning would be about. 

“Well, I really don’t want to reveal this right now,” he said. Nor did 

he disclose that the congregation would be sharing communion with 

Buzz Aldrin while he was on the moon. 

“I got to church very early that Sunday morning,” he said, “and the 

CBS vans were already out front. There were thirty or forty press people 

covering every aspect of that day—this time, this place. You couldn’t 

escape them. There were press people in the trees and the yard, 

climbing over back fences, and sitting on the steps.”  

Joan Aldrin and her children arrived. As she made her way to the 

sanctuary, microphones were thrust in her face for an impromptu 

interview. Tensely, she responded, “Let’s do this later.”  

In spite of the overbearing media presence, the church service 

proceeded on schedule. The sanctuary was jammed with people, and 

ushers placed folding chairs at the back and in the foyer to accommodate 

the overflow.  

During the preceding weeks, Reverend Woodruff had asked Jack 

Henry, the church organist, to come up with some rousing music for the 

service. An excerpt from “Thus Spoke Zarathustra” by Richard Strauss 

was the final choice—the theme to the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey, 

which was playing in theaters around the country. As the organ boomed 

through the halls of the little church, there was a palpable sense of the 

historic odyssey about to occur hundreds of thousands of miles above.  

The music fit perfectly with the unconventional, emotional service 

that followed. Jack Henry himself was amazed at the effect. “When the 

time came for the offertory,” he said, “I plowed into this huge piece of 
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music, and I do believe it had an electrifying effect on the entire 

congregation—it certainly did on me.” 

Meanwhile, on the altar sat the communion elements, including the 

loaf of bread with a missing corner. Joan Aldrin sat in the front row, 

surrounded by family and friends. From the pulpit, Pastor Woodruff 

kept details concerning the lunar communion vague.  

“We had communion,” he said, “and it was really a very moving 

thing, because Buzz did not want us to publicize his prayer if possible, 

because he knew the news media would play it up in a very corny way. 

And Buzz didn’t want that. So the congregation knew—but the news 

media people didn’t know. 

“So the press was in the congregation and the loaf was sitting there 

with a corner missing. The reporters kept looking at it and I kept 

referring to the loaf in Ecclesiastical terms that the congregation knew 

but the press didn’t understand. And the press people were sitting there 

scratching their heads.” 

“We had our service and it certainly was emotionally charged,” 

Woodruff said. “At the time, the spacecraft was in lunar orbit. They 

would be descending to the lunar surface. So at the end of the worship 

service, when we were partaking of the bread and the wine, I told the 

congregation what Buzz would be doing and explained the missing 

corner of the loaf.”  

At the end of the service, Woodruff announced there would be no 

benediction. “I said that Buzz would be partaking of communion 

sometime today, and all of us naturally will be watching and listening to 

what’s going on in the spacecraft. When he finishes with his communion, 

each one of us, wherever we are, will say our own benediction.”  

Woodruff’s announcement was immediately picked up by the 

national news networks. As ABC news anchor Frank Reynolds broke the 

communion story on world-wide television, millions of viewers around 

the world were tuned in—including Madalyn Murray O’Hair.  

 

After Aldrin’s lunar communion, he and Armstrong began suiting up 

for their moonwalk, an arduous task that took several hours. Then, at 

9:56 p.m. Houston time, the Eagle was depressurized. Armstrong 

reached over and opened the hatch, which gave way to the utter 

blackness of the lunar sky. He worked his way backward on his hands 

and knees and slowly pushed his way out of the module onto the small 

“porch.” With Aldrin’s help, he manipulated himself onto the ladder. 
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As he stepped down, he pulled a line to activate a camera to document 

the event. The camera slowly unfolded from its compartment on the 

side of the lunar module.  

At that moment, televisions around the world captured the ghostly 

image of a man descending the last rung on the ladder onto the lunar 

surface. An estimated 600 million people in 49 countries watched and 

listened as Armstrong spoke. 

“That’s one small step for [a] man, one giant leap for mankind.”  

Less than three minutes after the Voice of America started broad-

casting news of the Apollo 11 moon landing to the Soviet Union, the 

frequencies were jammed by Russians transmitting a music-talk cultural 

program on the same frequency. Unknown to many, an unmanned Soviet 

spacecraft, Luna 15, was orbiting the moon at the time. After the first of 

several orbits, it dropped to its lowest point directly over the Apollo 11 

landing site in the Sea of Tranquility before crashing into the lunar 

peaks. Eventually Moscow television broadcast seven minutes of film of 

the American moonwalkers, but maintained a low-key treatment of the 

Apollo mission.  

A few minutes after Armstrong descended the ladder, Aldrin followed.  

“Okay. Now I want to back up and partially close the hatch . . . 

making sure not to lock it on my way out,” he said. 

“A pretty good thought,” Armstrong laughed, as the second man on 

the moon backed out of Eagle’s hatch.  

Aldrin hopped down, descending through the faint gravity. They 

looked at one another through their visors. 

“Isn’t that something?” Armstrong said. “Magnificent sight out here.” 

“Beautiful, beautiful,” Aldrin replied. “Magnificent desolation.” 

In every direction the horizon fell away at a steep grade. Armstrong 

turned to the plaque and read it to the worldwide audience nearly a 

quarter of a million miles away.  

“Here men from earth first set foot upon the moon, July, 1969 A.D. 

We came in peace for all mankind.” 

Then Aldrin pulled the flag from its compartment, suddenly exper-

iencing a keen sense of stage fright. 

“Everything and anything we did would be recorded, remembered, 

studied for ages,” he said. “It felt a little like being the young kid in the 

third or fourth grade who is all of a sudden asked to go up on stage in 

front of the whole school and recite the Gettysburg Address . . . . The 

eyes of the world were on us, and if we made a mistake, we would regret 

it for quite a while.” 
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Planting the flag wouldn’t be easy. It took both astronauts to force it 

into the hard lunar soil, but it finally stuck and stayed erect in the one-

sixth lunar gravity.  

For the next two hours and twenty-one minutes, Armstrong and 

Aldrin collected rocks and soil, set up scientific experiments, and 

received a personal congratulatory call direct from President Nixon at 

the White House. 

“This has to be the proudest day of our lives,” Nixon said. “For one 

priceless moment in the whole history of men, all the people on this 

earth are truly one.” 

The astronauts snapped to attention and saluted as smartly as they 

could in their bulky spacesuits.  

“Thank you, Mr. President,” Armstrong replied. “It’s a great honor 

and privilege for us to be here representing not only the United States, 

but men of peace of all nations.” 

Then it was back to work. 

Not long into the walk, Aldrin remarked about an unusual rock: 

“Neil, didn’t I say we’d see some purple rocks?” 

“Find a purple rock?” Armstrong asked.  

“Yep. Very small, sparkly . . .”  

Houston made note and the moon excavation pressed on. 

Armstrong and Aldrin had been walking on the surface two hours 

when Houston advised they had ten minutes before preparing to board 

the lunar module for launch. But before boarding the Eagle, they had 

one remaining task to carry out. In a shoulder pocket, Aldrin had stowed 

mementos to be left on the moon, one a small packet with two Soviet 

medals commemorating Vladimir Komarov, who had died so tragically, 

and Yuri Gagarin, the first man in space. He also carried a small gold 

pin in the shape of an olive branch and a small commemorative silicon 

disc that read “From Planet Earth.” On the coin were etched messages 

from seventy-four leaders from around the globe, including a prayer and 

Bible verse from Pope Paul VI. 

The pouch also held an Apollo 1 patch. At that moment Aldrin 

thought of his friend Ed White, whose life had shaped his own.  

“In a way,” said Aldrin, “Ed had come with me to the moon.”  
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“When I consider the heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon 

and the stars, which thou hast ordained, What is man that thou 

art mindful of him?” 

— Buzz Aldrin, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 11 

Reading from Psalm 8:3-4  

21 

Return to Earth 

Just as he was the first to step onto the moon, Neil Armstrong was the 

last to step off. He gave one last look at the stark, airless landscape as 

Aldrin guided him through the hatch and sealed it. Twelve hours after 

Eagle’s landing, the television camera left behind would cease trans-

mitting and Houston would lose all visual transmissions from the moon.  

If the ascent engine failed to ignite, there would be no return to 

earth. Unfortunately, this became an immediate possibility. As 

Armstrong boarded Eagle, his backpack accidentally snapped off the 

switch to the circuit breaker. This was no small matter, as it could 

prevent them from igniting the engine for liftoff.  

“In looking around at some of the lunar dust on the floor, I dis-

covered something that really didn’t belong there—a broken end of a 

circuit breaker,” Aldrin said. “So during countdown, I jammed a ballpoint 

pen into the circuit breaker where the switch had been and held it down.”  

Then came another problem. Earlier, as the Eagle descended to the 

lunar surface, the monitors in Houston revealed a blockage of frozen fuel 

in the system; and there was serious concern that the fuel might explode 

like a small bomb when suddenly warmed during takeoff. 

“There’s no telling what it will do,” a Grumman engineer told George 

Low. 

This was the nightmare scenario Frank Borman had warned the 

White House of. Liftoff from earth was always an anxious time, but 

liftoff from the moon was an entirely different matter. According to 
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Glynn Lunney, when launching from earth, the flight crew always had 

the choice to abort or go ahead. With liftoff from the moon, however, 

“there were no decisions to make, you just say, ‘Well, let’s light this 

sumbitch and it better work.’” 

At twenty seconds to launch, Charlie Duke gave the signal: 

“Tranquility Base, you’re cleared for liftoff.”  

“Roger,” Aldrin responded. “We’re number one on the runway.”  

Everything worked. The ascent engine fired and Eagle was soon 

making a beeline for Columbia. 

“Hello, Apollo 11,” Duke called over the radio. “How did it go?” 

“That was beautiful,” Aldrin responded. “Twenty-six feet per second 

up—a very smooth, very quiet ride.” 

“You are Go. Everything is looking good.”  

“I’m going right down U.S. 1,” said Armstrong.  

Less than four hours later, Collins made out the approach of Eagle, 

and a few minutes later felt its jarring arrival as Dr. Rendezvous 

brought the two spacecrafts back together. The crew bid farewell to 

Eagle and it was sent into lunar orbit, where it would slowly descend 

over time and ultimately crash into the moon. Armstrong and Aldrin 

had collected over forty-seven pounds of moon rock to be studied by 

scientists at the Lunar Receiving Lab. Not only was the mission of 

tremendous historical significance, it was a great scientific achievement.  

“You’re looking great. It’s been a mighty fine day,” radioed Duke.  

“Boy, you’re not kidding,” Collins replied. 

 

Back home, life in the astronauts’ households was chaotic. Even before 

the launch, Armstrong, Aldrin, and Collins were household names. Jan 

Armstrong and her children were especially overwhelmed by the media 

crush. Life magazine, which had been granted an exclusive on the 

Apollo 11 mission, had asked permission in advance of the flight for 

journalist Dodie Hamblin to move in with the Armstrongs to cover the 

personal aspect of the mission. Neil Armstrong was among the most 

private of the astronauts, and the situation would remove the last shred 

of personal privacy the family enjoyed. But in the end, the family 

reluctantly conceded.  

During this time, Jan Armstrong and her friend Jeanette Chase 

coached a girls’ synchronized swimming team together at El Lago Keys 

Club, and it became increasingly difficult for Jan to sneak past the photo-

graphers and press people who had camped in her front yard. The only 
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way she could escape the house unnoticed was to slip through two 

hinged planks in the back fence adjoining the Ed White family’s back 

yard and exit the White’s garage on a bicycle she kept there. The rope 

that hung from a tree in the White’s back yard, afforded young Eddie Jr. 

a means of catapulting himself over the fence to visit the Armstrongs’ son, 

Mark, undetected, however, did not appear to be a likely option for Jan.  

When the girls’ swim team needed travel money for the U.S. Nation-

al swimming competition in Toledo, they set up a lemonade stand on a 

lawn two doors down so as not to draw attention to the Armstrong 

house. Yet the team generated enough business from New York Daily 

News coverage of their activity to cover trip expenses.  

In addition to their mutual interest in synchronized swimming, Jan 

and Jeanette shared common ties to the Apollo 11 mission. Jan Arm-

strong’s husband, Neil, was about to become the first man to walk on 

the moon, and Jeanette’s husband, Bill, was a member of NASA’s 

Landing and Recovery Division assigned to monitor Columbia’s reentry 

should it miss the splashdown area.  

A few days after Jeanette’s husband left to join the recovery team, 

she received a call from Jan asking if she would like to meet her at the 

Cape to watch the launch. Jan, it appeared, had been given access to a 

private yacht moored on the Banana River just five miles from the 

launch site, which she described as “numero uno spot.” They would be 

joined by another friend, Pat Spann; astronaut Dave Scott’s wife, 

Lurton; Jan’s two boys, Rick and Mark; and Life magazine journalist 

Dodie Hamblin. All of this was to be kept under wraps, since NASA had 

an unwritten rule that wives of the crew were not to be present at the 

Cape during their husbands’ liftoff. Certainly no one at NASA wanted 

an astronaut’s wife to experience personal tragedy in the VIP stands in 

full view of a television audience. So this would be a first.  

Jeanette quickly found a baby sitter for her children and was soon 

on a Lear jet heading to Florida. The crowd at the Banana River was 

thick and a barrier blocked the boats. It was a madhouse. 

“We were allowed to cross the [barrier] line, and people couldn’t under-

stand why we were allowed to cross and they weren’t,” Jeanette said.  

 

 

After the slow, agonizing launch, Apollo 11 finally emerged from the 

billowing smoke and flames, then vanished into space like a ballistic 

missile in the blink of an eye.  

“Coming back in the yacht, I guess people had figured out who we 
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were, because they started honking and raising Cain,” said Jeanette.  

Once back on shore, the seven crammed themselves into a small 

sedan. Life reporter Dodie Hamblin was behind the wheel as they sped 

down a narrow back road, only to be pulled over by local police. Hamblin 

tried to explain that this really was Jan Armstrong in the back seat and 

that they really needed to get back to watch the television coverage. But 

the police were having none of it. No one had been made aware that Jan 

Armstrong was going to be at the launch. The officers didn’t believe 

them and asked Jan for her I.D. She searched through her purse but 

couldn’t find her driver’s license. The policemen grew more skeptical. 

When she was finally able to produce a checkbook with her name on it, 

they decided to let the group go on their way, but only after Jan prom-

ised to send them her husband’s autograph. The officers quickly jotted 

down their name and address on a piece of paper and handed it to Jan.  

“As we drove off down the middle of this road,” Jeanette said, “we 

could see the cops standing there in a swirl of dust, dumbfounded—not 

sure whether they’d really been taken.”  

 

Neither Aldrin nor Armstrong had indicated what they planned to say 

during their lunar broadcasts, and NASA had clearly ordered the 

subject of religion off limits. In her suit, Madalyn O’Hair alleged that 

NASA was dictating what the astronauts were to say, and NASA had no 

intention of aggravating the situation. 

So when during a television broadcast on the return trip to earth, 

the astronauts were asked by Mission Control to reflect on the meaning 

of the historic event, Aldrin took the opportunity to slip in the Bible 

passage from Psalm 8 suggested by his father.  

“This has been far more than three men on a mission to the moon,” 

Aldrin began. “More, still, than the efforts of a government and industry 

team; more, even, than the efforts of one nation. We feel that this stands 

as a symbol of the insatiable curiosity of all mankind to explore the 

unknown. In reflecting on the events of the past several days, a verse 

from Psalms comes to mind.” 

He then read from the communion card. Beneath the verse he used 

for communion, written in lighter ink, was the passage from Psalm 8:3,4.  

When I consider the heavens, the work of thy fingers, the 

moon and the stars, which thou hast ordained, What is 

man that thou art mindful of him?  
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Aldrin read the passage, and concluded: “. . . and to all the other 

people that are listening and watching tonight, God bless you. Good 

night from Apollo 11.” 

Network news reporters listening in from Houston were mystified by 

Aldrin’s recital and asked Reverend Stout what he was quoting from.  

“I told a reporter to go get the Gideon’s Bible from his motel room,” 

said Stout. “I marked a bracket around Psalm 8 verses 3 and 4 and gave 

it to the press people so they would know what it was. It was something 

they needed to get right.”  

 

Once on board the recovery carrier U.S.S Hornet, the crew was able to 

watch videotapes of the Apollo 11 news coverage. They saw CBS’s 

Walter Cronkite and Eric Sevareid expounding on details of the lunar 

landing. They saw crowds around the world transfixed on television 

sets, witnessing man’s first steps on another celestial body. For the first 

time, Aldrin was struck with the historical import of the first lunar 

landing. While the three of them were a quarter of a million miles away, 

much of humanity was mesmerized by a cosmic wonder. At one point 

Aldrin turned to Armstrong and lamented, “Neil, we missed the whole 

thing.”  

At a later news conference, Collins was asked what he believed to be 

the most dangerous part of the mission.  

“The part which we have overlooked in our preparations,” he said 

candidly, “[was] the comedown for the heroes to return to earth and then 

be put in quarantine in a sealed trailer due to worries about lunar 

germs. The feeling was accentuated when we entered the trailer and 

were greeted with the sign: PLEASE DON’T FEED THE ANIMALS.” 

NASA cosmologist Carl Sagan had almost convinced officials the 

astronauts would bring back a bug or virus from the moon, which was 

the reason for their 21-day quarantine before and after the mission, 

since it was known that earth bugs required that period to manifest 

themselves. However, when questioned about how long it might take 

moon bugs to germinate, Sagan had no answer.  

The Apollo 11 crew underwent an even ruder awakening when their 

quarantine ended. Among the first scheduled appearances was a trip to 

Milwaukee to receive the Pierre Marquette Discovery Medal from 

Marquette University. It proved to be an eye-opener for Aldrin. 

“We were walking up the street,” he said, “and there were a lot of 
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demonstrating students around and they started throwing eggs at us, 

because we represented the establishment and the success of the 

establishment in achieving something that evidently wasn’t the kind of 

thing they felt they wanted to support. But it struck me as something 

that I certainly want to remember, that even at the glory of our first 

public appearance, the students threw eggs at us to give a sense that not 

everyone was so exuberant at what we’d been doing.”  

Aldrin had another surprise awaiting him in Houston, courtesy of 

astronaut Fred Haise, an incurable prankster. During the broadcast of 

his historic moonwalk, Aldrin had announced to millions that he had 

seen a purple rock—but the reflection of the sun through his visor only 

made the rock appear purple. When Aldrin pulled up his visor, he saw 

that it was just another gray moon rock. But he had already proclaimed 

it purple. Haise couldn’t resist the opportunity. He painted a rock purple, 

affixed it to a plaque, and presented it to Aldrin. The inscription was a 

cross between Alfred Joyce Kilmer’s poem “Trees” and Tweety Bird’s “I 

did! I did! I taw a putty tat!”  

To Buzz Aldrin for keen observation and exceptional 

judgment in furthering geology while milling around on 

the lunar surface on July 20, 1969. 

 

I never saw a purple rock, 

I never thought I’d see one; 

But when I reached the moon, I did! 

I did! I did! I saw one! 

Freddo 

 

During the rush of Apollo 11 publicity, Madalyn O’Hair accused Neil 

Armstrong of being an atheist. But Armstrong listed himself as a “Deist” 

on an application submitted to a Methodist church for volunteer work as 

a Boy Scout troop leader. Though he was not outwardly religious, his 

spiritual framework supported a universe governed through natural law 

rather than the doctrine of traditional religion. A November 1969 APL 

newsletter reported him remarking to a group of young people in his 

hometown that during his historic flight to the moon he certainly 

became more aware of the existence of God.  
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After his return from the mission, Mike Collins experienced an emotion 

common among early seafarers. Having spent so much time aboard the 

command module Columbia, this modern-day Columbus had grown 

attached to his ship. One evening shortly after splashdown, he quietly 

went to visit the only surviving vestige of the Apollo spacecraft where it 

rested in quarantine at the Lunar Receiving Lab. With no one around, 

he went to the lower equipment bay, took out a pen, and wrote on the 

conical module:  

“Spacecraft 107—alias Apollo 11—alias Columbia. The best ship to 

come down the line. God Bless Her. Michael Collins, CMP.”  

There would be other emotional comedowns, especially for Buzz 

Aldrin. One night after the return of Apollo 11, Aldrin found himself 

gazing up at the night sky.  

“You’ve been to the moon,” he said to himself. “You did it. First. It 

cannot be done again, not by you, not by anyone else. Now get the hell 

out of here and live the kind of life you want.” But that directive, simple 

as it was, would take many twists and turns—and eventually lead the 

troubled astronaut to a deeper, wider sense of spirituality than he had 

ever known. Finding the kind of life he wanted would not be easy. 

The crew’s families would also be affected for some time to come. At 

the Aldrin house, where Reverend Woodruff and others had gathered to 

watch the splashdown, astronaut Jerry Carr translated the Apollo 11 

communications for Joan. After the splashdown, she turned to him and 

said, “Good, now life can get back to normal.”  

“Forget it,” Carr replied. “Forget it.”  
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“We have no measure of God’s work. We only see it through our 

experience.”  

— Dick Koos, Mission Control 

Apollo Flight Simulation Supervisor 

22 

The Rest of the Story 

For decades, the popular perception of Buzz Aldrin has been that of a 

troubled, hypercompetitive astronaut. As competitive as he was, 

beneath the surface there was far more to the man. 

By his own admission, Aldrin was not a social animal and had never 

mastered the art of small talk. He rose to the top of his profession as a 

result of sheer intellect and skill, not necessarily by way of social 

aptitude. Like many brilliant people, nearly all of his conversations were 

about his astronautic passions and almost nothing else. When those 

around him were chatting about Joe Namath or the New York Jets, he 

wanted to talk about the physics of rendezvous. 

Ordinarily this would not have been much of an obstacle to one’s 

personal happiness. But Aldrin’s destiny would be far from ordinary. In 

January 1968 he was an obscure astronaut who had yet to fly an Apollo 

mission. A year later he was a celebrity, his name familiar to hundreds 

of millions around the world. But fame was not something for which he 

was well suited. Public speaking, which he never enjoyed and was now 

frequently asked to do, became an anxiety-ridden ordeal. While Aldrin 

came across to many at NASA as abrupt and distant, there were those 

who saw him differently.  

Tom Manison and his wife, Robin, came to know Buzz and Joan as 

fellow parishioners at Houston’s Webster Presbyterian Church. Like 

many of the parishioners, the Manisons were also NASA employees. 

Tom and Buzz were ordained as elders at the same time and worked on 
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several church youth projects together. Their relationship became one of 

a close personal nature, reaching beyond the usual bonds of friendship 

to include the Manison’s four-year-old son, Tommy.  

Aldrin’s attendance at the Webster Presbyterian Church gave him a 

sense of grounding, and so did the friendships he developed there. He 

found the Manisons to be a clan of “robust, open, friendly, and outdoor-

loving Texans” and felt a sense of ease in their company. But during this 

particular time, the Manisons had problems of their own. In the fall of 

1968, little Tommy developed leukemia. Even as he was preparing for 

the Apollo 11 mission, Buzz “became somewhat of a fixture in the 

Manisons routine,” Tom recounted.  

It was on Memorial Day 1968 that the Manisons received the diagnosis. 

Busy as he was, Buzz couldn’t put the news aside and would pick up the 

phone and call little Tommy every chance he got. Having an Apollo 

astronaut hanging around was a dream come true for the little boy. He 

worshipped Buzz and became enchanted with rockets and airplanes. He 

especially liked helicopters. 

“I can remember when Buzz was getting ready to go to the moon,” 

Tom Manison said. “They used to do a lot of helicopter flying, something 

to do with the controls of the lunar lander. They would get into the 

helicopter and fly over to the TV antennas near Alvin, Texas. Every 

time they’d come over, Buzz would drop down, not too close mind you, 

but close enough to wag the tail of the helicopter, and everybody would 

come out and wave.”. 

Tommy loved it. Helicopters, it seemed, were everywhere in the 

boy’s life—even when he was admitted to John Sealy Hospital in 

Galveston. As chance would have it, the Coast Guard helicopters 

routinely passed his window on the top floor of the pediatric unit. As 

each passed by, little Tommy would look out and say: “There’s Buzz, he’s 

coming to see me.” When Aldrin stopped by the hospital to visit him, 

Tommy said, “You know, Buzz, I saw you in your helicopter.”  

Buzz didn’t know what Tommy was talking about, so the next time 

he saw Tom in church, he asked.  

“Well he thought that was you in the helicopter,” Tom said, and 

didn’t think much more about it. Without telling anyone of his plans, 

Aldrin asked NASA administrators if he could take Tommy for a ride 

in one of the agency’s helicopters. Permission was denied. Too many 

astronauts were asking for special privileges for their family and 

friends, and NASA had drawn the line. But little Tommy was never far 

from Aldrin’s thoughts, and he again asked NASA officials for 
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permission. Nevertheless, the request was again denied. The weeks 

passed as Tommy’s condition worsened. With the announcement of the 

upcoming moon shot, the name of Buzz Aldrin, the soon-to-be 

moonwalker, was suddenly front page news. One of the first people 

Buzz called after the announcement was his friend Tom Manison. The 

conversation, however, had nothing to do with the upcoming Apollo 11 

mission. 

“Tom, you’re going to think I’m crazy, but Deke Slayton just called 

me,” Aldrin said. “Back in June I put in for permission to land my 

helicopter in your yard and take Tommy for a ride. Here it is January 

and Deke called and said all the details are worked out. With your 

permission we’ll do it.”  

Twenty minutes later Aldrin and a co-pilot were landing a helicopter 

in the Manisons’ backyard. “We had him all bundled up,” Tom said, “and 

Buzz brought someone with him so that the other fellow could fly the 

helicopter, and he could hold Tommy.” Tommy lay cradled in Aldrin’s 

arms as the co-pilot took the stick. The boy’s parents and Joan Aldrin 

stood in the field “wringing her hands” as the copter lifted off and Buzz 

took Tommy up to show him the horses and the cows—all the things one 

could see beneath them. He flew over NASA. They saw a train running 

down the track along Highway 3. They passed over Galveston Bay for 

Tommy to see the fishing boats. Shortly after turning for home, Tommy 

drifted off to sleep in Aldrin’s arms. As the helicopter landed, Aldrin 

gestured to the boy’s parents that Tommy had nodded off. While the 

helicopter idled, he handed him back to his father. 

“As he handed him back to me,” Tom said, “and if I live to be a 

hundred years old I’ll never forget it, he said, ‘You know, Tom, that’s the 

first real genuine person-to-person experience I’ve had since I’ve been an 

astronaut.’”  

Meanwhile, Aldrin’s pre-flight training intensified. Shortly after the 

lunar landing, the Apollo 11 crew left on a world tour to showcase 

America’s victory in the space race. The itinerary was grinding. It called 

for them to visit twenty-three countries in forty-five days. Joan, who 

accompanied her husband, noted, “Three kings in two days! Can you 

believe it?”  

The crew and their spouses met movie stars, heads of state, royalty, 

and thousands of ordinary admirers. Along the way, Buzz made a stop 

to present the miniature of Robert Goddard’s autobiography that he had 

flown to the moon to Goddard’s widow—a symbol of the long-awaited 

success of the man who newspapers once called “the mad scientist.”  
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Each time the Aldrins returned from a trip, a mountain of letters 

awaited them. “A few were answered,” Aldrin said, “but most were 

stacked around my office in what looked like insurmountable piles.” He 

wondered if life would ever return to normal. Between ticker-tape 

parades, press conferences, award ceremonies, and fundraisers on “the 

fried-chicken circuit,” there were high-brow cocktail parties and hotel 

rooms in far-flung cities.  

“With some bemusement,” Aldrin said, “I wondered if fame would 

prove as fleeting as the liquor supply.”  

Sandwiched in between all the accolades and appearances came 

news of a special honor. Organizers for the Army-Navy game, scheduled 

for Thanksgiving weekend, called Aldrin to say this year’s game was 

going to be dedicated to him. As a proud West Pointer, he accepted the 

invitation.  

But the hard realities of life remained close at hand. At every oppor-

tunity, the Aldrins attended services at Webster Presbyterian Church, 

which served as a touchstone with the Manisons and little Tommy.  

“They were always having to go somewhere,” Tom said. “He’d come 

over about two or three times a week. And every time he’d come with 

some new little trinket the crown prince of some African country gave 

him . . . he’d bring it for Tommy to wear at home . . . walking canes, you 

name it, they had something different every night.” 

By autumn of 1969 the news turned grim. Just as the Apollo 11 

astronauts were scheduled to leave for their around-the-world trip, Tom 

saw Buzz at church. Robin was at the hospital in Galveston with 

Tommy. Buzz asked how Tommy was doing and Tom told him. Buzz was 

concerned.  

“Boy, I don’t know how we’re going to do it, but some way we’re 

going to get down to see that boy before we leave on Air Force One in the 

morning at eight o’clock.”  

“Oh, Buzz, don’t worry about it,” Manison reassured him. “We know 

you’re thinking about us and little Tommy.”  

With that the conversation ended. Tom went home and didn’t think 

any more about it. An hour later the telephone rang. 

It was Buzz. 

“Joan and I are changing clothes,” he said, “and we’re ready to go to 

Galveston. You want to ride with us?” 

Soon they were on their way to see little Tommy in the pediatric 

ward. The Manisons sneaked the Aldrins into the hospital through the 

back freight elevator to avoid the press. For the next two hours they sat 
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at little Tommy’s bedside drawing airplanes and playing games. Aldrin 

did his best to conceal his emotions.  

“We choked back our tears,” he said, “as we helped the frail little boy 

unwrap his treasures from a world he would never know.” Then it was 

time to go. From the hospital, Aldrin was off for an engagement with the 

Nixon family at the White House. 

As Thanksgiving of 1969 approached, the boy’s health took a final 

turn for the worse.  

“Things were really bad,” Manison said. “Joan and Buzz called, and 

I told them things were tough. It was at that time Reverend Woodruff, 

his wife, Floy, Buzz, and Joan helped us make the decision to stop the 

transfusions for little Tommy. They were right there by our side. He 

died that morning.” 

It had been a long struggle. Tom and Robin had known for some 

time how it would end. Nevertheless the ordeal hit them hard. After 

their Tommy was gone, they came home and went to bed, exhausted 

with grief. It was Wednesday evening, November 26, the day before 

Thanksgiving.  

“We got up about 9:30 or 10:00 to get some coffee,” Tom said. “And 

guess who was sitting in the living room? Buzz was there Thanksgiving 

morning, reading the newspaper, waiting for us to get up.” They talked 

about little Tommy for a while, and Tom asked if Buzz would be willing 

to be a pall-bearer at Tommy’s funeral. 

“Sure,” Aldrin said without hesitation. “That’s why I came, so we 

can talk about it.” 

Without saying a word to anyone, Aldrin later contacted West Point. 

He called to tell them he wouldn’t be able to attend the Army-Navy 

football game dedicated to him that Thanksgiving weekend or to receive 

the award during the half-time ceremonies.  

Aldrin had something more important to do that day. Instead of 

receiving an award at his beloved Academy before an adoring crowd of 

tens of thousands, he would be bearing the small casket of a four-year-

old boy. 
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“The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God.”  

— Psalm14:1  

23 

An Atheist Voice 

The entire moon landing episode took its toll on Pastor Woodruff and his 

wife. As Woodruff put it, the ordeal left them “wrung out.” With the 

Apollo 11 moon landing behind them, they left for Acapulco to recuperate. 

They had not been vacationing long when the church secretary, 

Regina Fischer, called to say that a woman by the name of Madalyn 

Murray O’Hair had filed a lawsuit against NASA, naming its new 

administrative chief Thomas Paine, plus a long list of other officials, 

including the Apollo 11 crew, for performing a religious act on Apollo 11. 

Pastor Woodruff was also named in the lawsuit. “It named Buzz Aldrin, 

Neil Armstrong, and everyone in NASA, and their dog,” she said. 

The O’Hair vs. Paine lawsuit made front page news shortly after the 

first lunar landing. Up to this point O’Hair had been viewed as a minor 

nuisance; she was now a force to be reckoned with. A heavy-set woman 

with a strong voice, O’Hair was an Army veteran and a law school grad-

uate. More important, she had money. It was clear Madalyn O’Hair 

wasn’t going away any time soon.  

 

According to those who visited there, you would not drop by O’Hair’s hand-

some tan-shingle house on Greystone Drive in the quiet Austin neighbor-

hood expecting to be served tea and crumpets. A more likely offering would 

be a swigger of Scotch and a healthy dose of vulgarity from O’Hair, accom-

panied by frequent screaming matches between her son, Jon, and her grand-

daughter, Robin. Inevitably, one of O’Hair’s ill-tempered dogs would nip you.  
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O’Hair’s lawsuits had become a staple of American life. She appeared 

on TV all over the country—foul-mouthed, witty, and passionate—

inciting culture wars over same-sex marriage and faith-based initiatives. 

She was accused of schizophrenia, alcoholism, and embezzlement from 

her own organization of American Atheists, but certainly never of 

cowardice or sloth. Her law degree instilled in her an educated sense of 

outrage at the faintest hint of Christian privilege, which she hurled at 

the judicial system like a legal bayonet. Her language became so profane 

that it could not be reported, and many in the media stopped inter-

viewing her. Along with her outrageous public persona, the woman’s 

past was a preview of what lay ahead. Her road to atheism revealed a 

path strewn with shattered lives and ruptured relationships—not the 

least of which was her own. 

Born Madalyn May in 1919 in the small coal town of Pottsville, 

Pennsylvania, she was baptized in the Presbyterian Church as an infant 

and grew up in a poor, working-class household. After reading the Bible 

from cover to cover as a teenager and deciding the entire book was 

nothing more than fallacy, she became an atheist. In 1941 she married 

John Henry Roths, which made for a brief and unhappy marriage.  

Madalyn and her husband separated when they both enlisted in the 

military—he in the United States Marine Corps, she in the Women’s 

Army Auxiliary Corps. In 1945, while serving as a cryptographer in 

Italy, she began an affair with William J. Murray Jr. and gave birth to a 

son, whom she named William. Murray, however, was already married 

and refused to divorce his wife, a detail that didn’t stop Madalyn from 

divorcing her husband and calling herself Madalyn Murray. Eventually 

she moved to Texas, where she earned a law degree from the South 

Texas College of Law in Houston; however, she failed to pass the bar 

exams. In 1954 she gave birth to a second illegitimate son, Jon Garth 

Murray, by yet another man. 

As the years advanced, the unconventional mother of two became 

infatuated with the tenets of Communism and the “Workers’ Paradise” 

of the Soviet Union. When Soviet Cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin became the 

first human to venture into outer space, Madalyn saw the feat as proof 

of Communist supremacy. She eventually packed up her family and 

traveled to Russia with the intention of gaining Soviet citizenship. But 

the Russians made it clear they cared little about her infatuation with 

Yuri Gagarin, noting that she did not speak Russian nor did she truly 

understand Marxist principles. The officials explained that if she did 

manage to immigrate, she would likely end up unemployed. The punish-
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ment for not being employed in Russia was hard labor at half pay. Never 

one to forego creature comforts, Madalyn gathered up her boys and 

returned to Baltimore, where she enrolled her younger son, Jon, in elemen-

tary school and William in the ninth grade at Woodbourne Junior High.  

Although no one knew at the time, an historic moment was at hand. 

From the halls of this small school would begin Madalyn O’Hair’s 

litigious conquest of prayer in public schools. On William’s first day at 

Woodbourne, his mother accompanied him down the long hall in silence, 

following the signs pointing to the school office. The doors to the class-

rooms stood open. As they passed by they saw the students standing 

with their hands over their hearts, reciting the Pledge of Allegiance. 

Madalyn’s face reddened. “Do they do this every day or is this some-

thing special?” she demanded of William. 

“Every day,” William said.  

Madalyn stopped dead in front of another open classroom door. Her 

eyes widened. The students were standing beside their desks with their 

heads bowed, reciting the Lord’s Prayer. At this she let loose a stream of 

profanity and led William down the hall to the guidance counselor’s 

office, where she approached a young clerk.  

“Hello—may I help you?” he asked. 

“You sure can,” Madalyn shot back, “but first I want to know why 

those kids are praying.” She advanced to within inches of the man’s 

desk. “Why are they doing that? It’s un-American and unconstitutional!” 

“Is your son a student here?” he asked.  

“No,” she replied, her face nearly purple with rage, “but he will be 

starting today. I’m Madalyn Murray O’Hair, I’m an atheist and I don’t 

want him taught to pray.” 

“Look, Mrs. Murray,” the young man replied, “nobody’s ever com-

plained about this before. Besides, let me tell you this. There were prayers 

in the schools of this city before there was a United States of America.” 

“Nonsense, that’s just a bunch of garbage and you know it.”  

“Madam, I don’t have to take this! If you don’t like what we do here, 

put your son in a private school.” 

“It doesn’t matter where I put him. You people have to be stopped.” 

It was at this point that the counselor said something prophetic: 

“Then why don’t you sue us?”  

Madalyn stared at the young man. He had just given her an idea 

that would forever alter the landscape of American life and, most 

particularly, public education. O’Hair launched a court case against the 

school and the state of Maryland. The lawsuit drew a great deal of 
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support from likeminded atheists from across the country and great 

sums of money, presumably going toward legal fees. 

“The mail increased tenfold,” William recalled. “Every misfit in 

America was sending my mother letters of praise with a check enclosed. 

The phone rang constantly.” 

The lawsuit also brought a firestorm of publicity. While Madalyn 

gloried in all the attention, her son was paying a terrible price. At school 

his life became a brutal game of survival. He had to sneak through the 

back entry to avoid being beaten up and was often called a “Commie.” 

On one occasion he was pushed in front of a bus by a fellow student. “By 

this time,” William said, “I was beginning to feel like shark bait.” 

The case made Madalyn a national figure. It also promised to make 

her an enormous amount of money, providing her with a steady revenue 

stream of donations. Even negative publicity, she learned, had a dollar 

value. The more outrageous her behavior, the greater the media 

attention and the faster the money rolled in. It wasn’t long before 

O’Hair became the public face of atheism in America. 

On June 17, 1963, after most public schools had let students out for 

the summer vacation, the Supreme Court announced its decision. By an 

overwhelming margin of eight to one, the court ruled that opening Bible 

reading and prayer exercises in school were unconstitutional, citing that 

“it is not within the power of the government to invade the citadel.” This 

ruling applied not only to Maryland, but to all states. With that, prayer 

and Bible readings were banned from public schools. 

In l964, Life magazine published an article referring to O’Hair as 

“the most hated woman in America.” The article quoted her as saying: 

“Everything I learn makes me realize I don’t know a thing. But com-

pared to most cud-chewing, small-talking stupid American women . . . 

I’m a genius.” In response to a derogatory editorial about her in Life, 

O’Hair wrote a letter to the magazine defending atheism: 

We find the Bible to be nauseating, historically inaccurate, 

and replete with the ravings of madmen. We find God to    

be sadistic, brutal, and a representation of hatred and 

vengeance. We find the Lord’s Prayer to be that muttered 

by worms groveling for meager existence in a traumatic, 

paranoid world . . . . The business of the public schools, 

where attendance is compulsory, is to prepare children     

to face the problems on earth, not to prepare them for 

heaven. 
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The letter, which ran alongside her picture, revealed again Madalyn’s 

unique ability to infuriate the American public. The suit itself was 

mired in a litany of hearings and appeals.  

William, in his twenties at the time, moved out of the household and 

fathered a baby girl, Robin, whom he sent to live with his mother “for 

only a year” when she was twenty months old. Eleven years later, Robin 

had become Madalyn’s clone both physically and spiritually. Eventually 

Robin became so overweight and widespread she had to purchase two 

airline tickets because she was unable to fit into one seat. She was by 

now a devout atheist. 

In 1965 Madalyn fled Baltimore for Austin to evade prosecution for 

having assaulted five Baltimore police officers. Her son, Jon, and grand-

daughter, Robin, moved in with her at the family home on Greystone 

Drive, for which she claimed to have paid more than $1 million in cash. 

The three became accustomed to fine dining, expensive clothes, and fancy 

automobiles. They indulged in world travel, circling the globe together 

three times. In spite of their constant bickering and name-calling, they 

ate lunch together, dined together after work, and returned to the big 

house on Greystone Drive together. For all practical purposes, they were 

three peas in a pod.  

In Austin, Madalyn founded the American Atheists and began a 

personal campaign to draw public attention to the special privileges 

continually granted to religious bodies despite the provisions of the Fifth 

Amendment which states: “Congress shall make no law respecting an 

establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”  

Years later, much to Madalyn’s chagrin, William announced his con-

version to Christianity on Mother’s Day, resulting in their permanent 

estrangement. As she put it, “One could call this a postnatal abortion on 

the part of a mother, I guess. I repudiate him entirely and completely for 

now and all times. He is beyond human forgiveness.” Mrs. O’Hair then 

legally adopted Robin Murray, making Robin her daughter as well as 

her grandchild.  

In time, even some of Madalyn’s most ardent supporters began to 

question her motives and dealings. Like many charismatic movement 

leaders, O’Hair, they said, had utterly lost the ability to distinguish 

between herself and her cause. She and her family lived lavishly off of 

contributions of supporters intended to support the cause, many of 

whom were actually quite poor. According to William, she had become 

“the Hulk Hogan of atheism.” 
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By 1969 the stories surrounding the matriarchal head of the American 

Atheists were legendary. The group coalesced around Madalyn and 

dedicated itself to “the complete and absolute separation of church and 

state.” Now, in addition to complaining to local post office officials about 

“Pray for Peace” stamp cancellations, they could object to broadcast 

readings of biblical verses from a government-owned spacecraft.  

In August 1969, O’Hair vs. Paine was filed in Federal District Court 

against NASA, citing religious acts on an Apollo mission. During their 

second TV transmission from space, the Apollo 8 astronauts succeeded 

in showing all of humanity a picture of itself, the home planet afloat in 

the blackness of space. But it was the show broadcast from lunar orbit 

on Christmas Eve that brought a spiritual dimension to the telecasts 

and incited O’Hair to bring suit against Paine and the entire NASA 

organization. In her suit, Madalyn criticized the moon-bound astronauts 

of Apollo 8 for engaging “in religious ceremonies and in an attempt to 

establish the Christian religion of the United States government before 

the world while on scientific-military expedition to, around, and about 

the moon.” She didn’t mind the astronauts praying, or so she claimed. 

What she objected to was that the astronauts had been ordered to pray 

by NASA. Moreover, they had done it out loud, as she put it, and on 

“company time.”  

Frank Borman responded personally. 

“I think the reason that Apollo 8 may have become spiritual, is 

because we read from Genesis . . . . We were told by NASA, this wonder-

ful organization, wide-open organization, something like, ‘you’ll have a 

TV appearance on Christmas Eve. You’re going to be seen by more 

people than anybody, witnessed by more people than anyone has ever 

seen before, and you’ve got to be prepared.’ And I remember asking 

NASA Public Affairs Chief Julian Scheer, ‘Well, what do you want us to 

do?’ And the answer came back, and I’ll remember it to my dying day 

because to me this is the essence of America. The answer came back: 

‘Say something appropriate.’”  

“Now if my name had been Leonov,” Borman said, “they would have 

been saying, ‘Extol the virtues of Lenin and the great Communist 

Society,’ and all that baloney.” But NASA had given no orders of any kind. 

O’Hair wasn’t at all placated. She amended her Apollo 8 complaint 

to include the fact that Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin left a small 

commemorative silicon disc on the moon carrying messages from world 

leaders. Etched onto the coin, in letters no larger than one-fourth the 

width of a human hair, were seventy-four messages. The U.S. State 
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Department had authorized NASA to solicit messages of good will from 

the leaders of the world’s nations to be left on the moon. Many of the 

messages were not merely texts. Some included intricate artwork and, 

more egregiously to O’Hair, Pope Paul VI’s message included a biblical 

quotation from Psalm 8. Among the United Nations flags taken to be 

brought back as souvenirs, she pointed out, was the Vatican flag. 

Nothing, it seemed, had escaped Madalyn’s notice. 

O’Hair’s suit sought to enjoin NASA from “directing or permitting 

religious activities, or ceremonies” in the space program. Not only were 

NASA’s actions unconstitutional, she asserted, but the Pope’s Christian 

prayer discriminated against other religions and nonbelievers such as 

herself. She filed an eight-page complaint in Judge Jack Roberts’ U.S. 

District Court in Austin, but asked for a special tribunal because 

Roberts had “a Christian, sectarian bias.” 

From its inception, the O’Hair lawsuit would prove to be a tangle of 

thorns for the judicial system. It was filed in a court that required 

Federal judges to be sworn in with a statement of belief in God. This, of 

course, was a problem for Madalyn. Each day the court opened with 

“God Save the Nation and this Honorable Court.” During the hearing, it 

also required that Madalyn utter the words “so help me God” in her 

oath—yet another matter over which she sued.  

It did not go unnoticed that the United States was in a Cold War 

with a country that essentially shared O’Hair’s beliefs. To many Amer-

icans, an attack on Christianity by a self-professed Communist felt a lot 

like an indirect attack on the United States by the Soviet Union; and if 

anyone had any doubts about the Soviets’ official position on religion, 

they could reference a Soviet dictionary published in 1951. In it, the Bible 

is described as “a collection of fantastic legends without any scientific 

support . . . full of dark hints, historical mistakes and contradictions.” 

Americans from across the country responded to O’Hair and her 

lawsuit in a fit of rage. A letter to the editor in the Amarillo Globe-Times 

summarized the public’s general reaction: 

Atheist communism in the form of a Russian satellite or 

Russian cosmonaut in space has not hesitated or failed to 

support atheism and its repudiation of God. Our fathers 

and their fathers supported their beliefs and faith in the 

living God in each document written and each coin 

minted.  
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Never was there a more appropriate time for Frank 

Borman, Jim Lovell, and Bill Anders to express their 

Christian American heritage as they did. How else can we 

account for our great nation and exploration of our 

universe except through the will of God and the blood and 

sacrifice of its soldier-patriots and believers? And God 

forbid that the disbelievers outnumber the believers.  

My humble thanks to the astronauts for their decision to 

pray for and read to the entire world. My thanks to 

Houston Control for their display of the stars and bars and 

their profession of the American spirit.  

To the devil, or to some other appropriate place as He may 

desire, with Madalyn Murray O’Hair! 

— John W.  

 

Justice Department attorney James Barnes was having none of O’Hair’s 

nonsense. “NASA has no plans to instruct astronauts what to say,” 

Barnes replied. “The statements that the astronauts made are their own 

and not NASA’s. At the same time, NASA has no intention of 

circumscribing in any manner the astronauts’ rights in the free exercise 

of religion.”  

In November of 1969, U. S. Attorney Seagel Whatley asked the court 

to dismiss the suit on grounds that Mrs. O’Hair and her group lacked 

the legal standing to sue the government. After brief arguments from 

both sides, the court took the matter under advisement. The judges gave 

no indication how or when they would decide the case. Contrary to what 

O’Hair would have liked, the lawsuit spawned by the Apollo missions 

only served to unite men and women throughout the nation in opposi-

tion to her views, not the least of whom were the members of the Apollo 

Prayer League.  

As preparations were underway for Apollo 12 to cross the abyss from 

the earth to the moon, 40,000 of those members would make themselves 

heard in a single, unforgettable voice. 

 



  

 

171 

 

“Prayer can be a very vital and powerful part of your life. Do not 

get involved with it unless you are ready to have your life 

changed.”  

— Reverend John Stout  

Director, The Apollo Prayer League  

24 

40,000 Voices 

The letter arrived at the Manned Spacecraft Center addressed to Rev-

erend John Stout, Director of the Apollo Prayer League. It was not the 

kind of letter Stout enjoyed receiving. The overall tone was distasteful 

and several of the words were not the kind found in the Easton’s Bible 

Dictionary. The author’s identity, however, was easily recognizable. 

Madalyn O’Hair’s letter was the most profane, filthy letter ever received 

at the space center. It read in part: 

I read with absolute disgust your plans to take your 

[expletive] so-called Bibles to the moon . . . [expletive]. If 

you persist in contaminating the Space Program with your 

foul, disgusting [expletive] Christianity, we must take 

steps. 
 

It wasn’t the first letter Stout received from O’Hair, nor would it be 

the last. As her lawsuit against NASA progressed, it became increase-

ingly clear she was pitting herself not only against the space agency, but 

anyone associated with the Apollo program. The situation would have 

been humorous had it not been such a distraction at a time when focus and 

resources were needed for two back-to-back missions—Apollo 12 and 13.  

Stout was astounded at O’Hair and her atheist organization of fol-

lowers. They were the antithesis of the organization he founded, which 

by the summer of 1969 had grown to over 40,000 members worldwide. 
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But he knew those 40,000 voices, rising in unison, could be a formidable 

force in dispelling the O’Hair vs. Paine lawsuit, now reaching its final 

stages. Stout was intent on taking steps to counter the O’Hair propa-

ganda and he had the unique arsenal to do so—a large mailing list, the 

Prayer League newsletters, the APL News Wire Service, and the 

implicit backing of NASA, who dearly wanted Madalyn O’Hair to simply 

go away. Coordinating such a massive group of people scattered around 

the world, however, posed a formidable challenge.  

Then one day, a similarly outraged Detroit radio talk-show host by 

the name of Loretta Fry came up with an idea.  

“Madalyn Murray O’Hair said she had 28,000 signatures protesting 

the Bible reading,” Fry related to a UPI reporter. “We could get 28,000 

from Detroit alone!”  

Fry began broadcasting an appeal for petitions supporting the 

astronauts’ right to pray and to read from the Bible during their 

missions. Almost immediately listeners began calling in, asking to sign. 

It didn’t take long for other broadcasters to hop on the bandwagon.  

The Apollo Prayer League resolved to challenge O’Hair on her own 

terms. As news of the lawsuit flashed across the airwaves, an army of 

Christian activists and Apollo Prayer League volunteers canvassed the 

country wielding steno pads and clipboards.  

From the very beginning the response was overwhelming as hun-

dreds of thousands of people began signing the circulated petitions 

emblazoned with the header: “EVIL TRIUMPHS WHEN GOOD MEN 

DO NOTHING.” Madalyn’s effort, by comparison, was anemic. At 28,000 

signatures, it abruptly died. The APL petition drive, on the other hand, 

was only beginning.  

As they neared 500,000 signatures and prepared to deliver the 

massive list to NASA Public Affairs Officer Paul Haney, word reached 

Madalyn, who threatened to appear in person to protest the presen-

tation. Although her home was only a few hour’s drive north of Houston, 

she never appeared. Energized by her failure to appear, APL volunteers 

pushed the petition drive to well over a million signatures.  

As the drive gained momentum and the pile of petitions continued to 

mount, Stout announced: “A certain Austin atheist has written several 

letters of protest to the Apollo Prayer League. We are proud to announce 

to you that to date more than five-million signatures and letters have 

been collected opposing her and supporting our astronauts in their right 

to freely express their own religious faith.” 

Although the judiciary was normally insulated from the whims of 
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politics and public opinion, such grassroots support for NASA and the 

astronauts was turning out to be a public relations bonanza for the APL. 

A nuclear scientist who joined the effort described it as “more powerful 

than the chain reactions in an atomic bomb.”  

Funds and letters of support came from such notables as John Glenn 

and Neil Armstrong, and APL member ranks began to swell beyond 

NASA personnel, contractors, and subcontractors. They were now being 

joined en masse by ordinary citizens—mechanics, physicians, plumbers 

and homemakers—from across the country and around the world. The 

APL’s national petition drive ballooned, and before Madalyn O’Hair 

could utter another vulgarity, the drive obtained nearly ten million 

signatures and letters supporting the astronauts’ freedom of expression and 

contributing visibility to the court case poised to guarantee that freedom.  

By the time of O’Hair’s court hearing in November of 1969, APL 

members could be found in sixty percent of all regional postal zones in 

the United States and sixteen foreign countries. Indeed, Prayer League 

members could be found at virtually all NASA locations, on Pacific 

tracking ships, and remote arctic radar outposts. In one month alone, 

408,000 letters were received supporting the astronauts’ right to pray. 

Arrangements had been made to store the prayer petitions in a vacant 

office at the Manned Spacecraft Center and the room was now packed 

floor to ceiling and overflowing. NASA hoped that it was now a dead issue 

and asked Stout to destroy the petitions in such a way that the press 

wouldn’t find out. The only way to do this discreetly, Stout decided, was to 

smuggle them out a few boxes at a time and burn them along with NASA 

confidential material in an incinerator at Ellington Air Force Base.  

Before they did, however, a photographer asked to photograph the 

mass of prayer petitions. To do this, a group of APL members taped 

several thousand of them together and wound the scroll around a 

broomstick, which they took to Eastminster Presbyterian Church in nearby 

Pasadena, Texas. When the photographer arrived, he was astonished to 

find the petition scroll unrolled and stretched down the entire center 

aisle of the church.  

Along with the prayer petition effort, Aerospace Emergency Relief 

was formed to undertake other outreach projects. As a branch of Aero-

space Ministries, it was quick to offer relief supplies to the victims of 

war-torn Biafra and joined the Joint Church Airlift effort to drop supplies 

into the region. A call was put out to NASA employees and sub-

contractors, and groups of volunteers turned out to load the Biafra-

bound cargo planes. When passage in and out of the Biafran region 
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was blocked by dissidents, NASA Aerospace Engineer Jack Joerns 

volunteered to parachute into the area to coordinate distribution on the 

ground.  

In August 1969, the APL also provided relief supplies to Mississippi 

victims of Hurricane Camille, at that time the strongest land-falling 

tropical cyclone ever recorded. Again, when Hurricane Celia wiped out an 

area east of Corpus Christi in 1970, APL members transported truckloads 

of supplies donated by Houston corporations to the parking lot of a Corpus 

Christi Presbyterian church for distribution to needy residents. In Stout’s 

mind, such activities lent a balance to the lives of NASA employees and 

provided a meaningful outlet from the relentless pressures of the Apollo 

program. 

 

The typical Prayer League member, Stout said, was “anyone who believes 

in the power of prayer and would pray for the astronauts’ safety.” In 

1969 he reinforced the idea of acceptance of members regardless of their 

religious affiliations. Prayer can take many forms, he noted: 

The Apollo Prayer League does not seek to convert others 

from their own beliefs. What the Apollo Prayer League is 

trying to do is to find those who already have this power—

or to find those who do not mind having this latent power 

activated.  

 

Daily prayer and Bible study meetings held at the space center were 

attended by members from virtually every Christian denomination. The 

location inside a federal establishment was startling to some, but had 

been agreed to by Paul Purser, Assistant to the Director at the Manned 

Spacecraft Center, so long as the meetings were held during off hours. 

Stout saw the League as a new kind of fellowship in the “first inter-

planetary church.” With this in mind, he directed the league’s focus on 

the broader concept of prayer: 
 

What does prayer have to do with this? If we are going to 

be honest with ourselves, we must ask what prayer is in 

the first place. Prayer may mean many things to many 

different people and prayer methods may be varied from 

group to group and from culture to culture. In the Apollo 

Prayer League, we are not trying to teach methods of 
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prayer, although we hope that we can share these with 

each other. We are looking for those, whoever they are, 

who believe in the power of prayer. 

 

Stout wasn’t interested in soliciting empty prayers from well-meaning 

Christians, and he had little patience with those who claimed to be 

believers but silently harbored doubts. He wanted those who believed in 

the power and knew how to use it, he said:  

Now, do you really believe in the power of prayer? It may 

be better to ask: Do you really believe in God—in a God 

who talks to us through prayer? Perhaps we can learn a 

lesson from America’s self-acclaimed No. 1 atheist, 

Madalyn O’Hair. She told me that there are three things 

that a true atheist must believe: (1) There can be no TOP 

BANANA; (2) If there were a TOP BANANA, we would not 

have the ability to pray to him; (3) If we did have the 

ability to pray to a TOP BANANA, he wouldn’t have the 

ability to answer our prayers. If she had a fourth point, it 

probably would be something like this: If the TOP 

BANANA did answer our prayers, would we have the 

ability to know it? 

 

One of the central tenets of O’Hair’s legal complaint was that verses 

from the Bible had been carried to the moon on what was essentially 

government business. This, she claimed, was unconstitutional because it 

crossed the line between the separation of church and state. There were 

those who took her argument seriously. Like Madalyn, they knew how 

the judicial system worked and felt NASA should be forced to follow the 

letter of the law. Reverend Stout understood the threat but remained 

unswayed. Instead of backing down, he quietly raised the ante. Shortly 

after the splashdown of Apollo 11, he began hatching an elaborate plan.  

For several years, Stout had nurtured a vision of a Bible that could 

be taken to the moon—the first “lunar Bible”—and that vision was 

nearing fruition. The idea had been borne of Ed White’s comment to him 

three years earlier when he told Stout he dreamed of carrying a Bible 

into space and to the surface of the moon. 

“Astronaut White never lived to realize that dream,” he said. “His 

inspiration to all of us who knew him at the Manned Spacecraft Center 

in Houston and his dream continues to live today in our hearts and 

thoughts.” 
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An unlikely set of coincidences began to emerge, all of which seemed 

to conspire to make White’s dream a reality. As a NASA scientist, Stout 

was well aware of the legal and physical limitations imposed by NASA 

on items carried on board the spacecraft. A traditionally-bound Bible 

would not fit in the astronauts’ PPKs. But in spite of what Madalyn 

O’Hair thought, the astronauts could indeed carry personal religious 

items on their missions. The astronaut’s PPK was considered his private 

property. Here, Stout saw an opening.  

During the months leading up to Apollo 11, he became aware of a 

new technology originally introduced at the 1964 World’s Fair. This 

technology involved the photo-reduction of large documents onto a tiny 

piece of film called a microfilm. In fact, National Cash Register 

Company (NCR) had photo-reduced World Publishing’s entire text of the 

King James Bible onto a microfilm and it weighed only a fraction of a 

gram. When Stout inquired, NCR provided him with several samples of 

the text, each smaller than a two-inch slide. This, he saw, was a version 

that could be easily stowed in an astronaut’s PPK.  

 

Stout now held in his hand what he hoped to be the first lunar Bible. On 

a single microfilm tablet were all 1,245 pages and 773,746 words of the 

King James Bible. Printed in the lower right corner was “The National 

Cash Register Co,” the manufacturer, and in the upper right corner, 

“Holy Bible.” While it could not be read with the naked eye, under a 200 

power microscope a person could read, in perfect form, the book of John, 

verse one: 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 

God, and the Word was God. 

 

As Stout and the Apollo Prayer League began to glimpse its full 

religious and historic significance, the project took on ever-greater 

mean-ing. The endeavor was a modern-day extension of a Christian 

tradition harnessed with technology in the interest of spreading 

Christianity, a tradition stemming from the time of Emperor 

Constantine in the fourth century when a small army of scribes 

painstakingly produced a small number of Bibles in Greek. The first 

Christians took the Scripture with them as they ventured into the 

known and unknown realms of the world, spreading their faith as they 

went. Now, centuries later, Reverend Stout and the Apollo Prayer 
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League wanted that tradition carried forward as mankind set out to 

explore the universe. Indeed, a Bible on the moon would represent 

man’s most eloquent symbol of God’s omnipresence throughout the 

heavens.  

Certain facts were becoming evident to Stout: landing a Bible on the 

moon would require the cooperation of several key players within NASA 

as well as the astronauts themselves. The plan must follow NASA’s 

prescribed policy for separation of church and state in order to avoid 

repercussions from Madalyn O’Hair and the American Atheists. As a 

result, informal channels of cooperation would need to be developed and 

contacts within the space agency discreetly called upon. APL board 

member Bradford Jackson, for instance, called upon his wife, Estelle, a 

NASA Branch Administrative Manager in the Astronaut’s Office. 

Estelle went to the “powers that be” in NASA to allow the Bible to be 

taken to the moon. The decision would not be publicized. There would be 

no grand announcement, no press release. Nevertheless, permission was 

quietly granted.  

Meanwhile, during the busy run-up to the Apollo 12 mission, Stout 

turned to his typewriter and addressed the burgeoning membership of 

the Apollo Prayer League: 

Less than a year ago, we witnessed man’s first flight to 

the moon and return. We were elated when our astronauts 

recognized the existence of God on that flight. Since then 

Apollo 9 has flown, Apollo 10 has flown a second round 

trip to the moon; and during Apollo 11 we witnessed man’s 

first steps on another planet. Now, within a few days, 

Apollo 12 will take another crew to the moon to again 

walk upon its surface. We should not let our success in life 

or our success in our space program keep us from our 

dependency upon God.  

 

Even with the lunar Bible in hand, Stout still needed a way to get it 

onboard the spacecraft. So in the fall of 1969, he sent a request to NASA 

officials asking to store the lunar Bible onboard the next mission. NASA 

quietly referred him to the Apollo 12 crew: Pete Conrad, Alan Bean, and 

Dick Gordon. Stout’s other brother, James, was a personal friend of Alan 

Bean and felt that Alan would be amenable to carrying the Bible in his 

PPK as a personal memento. Since it was very small and added 

virtually no weight, Bean agreed. It would be stored in his PPK, along 
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with a banner from the Clear Lake Methodist Church, where he served 

as elder. The banner, bearing the Methodist symbol of the Cross and the 

Flame, was part of an embroidery of Christian symbols sewn by a 

church member. With this he added a grain of mustard seed, symbolized 

in Matthew, 17:20: “If ye have faith as a grain of mustard seed, ye shall 

say unto this mountain, Remove hence to yonder place; and it shall 

remove; and nothing shall be impossible unto you.”  

In addition to the microfilm Bible, Bradford and Estelle Jackson 

mounted a concerted effort behind the scenes to locate a small printed 

Bible for Bean to take with him on behalf of the APL as a gift for 

Reverend Stout. What they found was a very thin red Bible measuring 3 

x 5 inches. Bean logged the two Bibles, the banner, and the mustard 

seed in his flight manifest and handed them to the support crew for 

stowing onboard the Apollo 12 spacecraft.  

After nearly two thousand years of life on earth, the Bible was on its 

way to another world. In early November 1969, Stout announced the 

plan to the APL:  

The Apollo Prayer League has requested that their home 

town boy and former Sunday school teacher be remem-

bered. We certainly will remember him in our prayers as 

well as the other members of the program. But for 

Commander Alan Bean, we have given him a very special 

title during a recent presentation ceremony here at the 

Manned Spacecraft Center. The Apollo Prayer League has 

designated him as ‘Honorum Space Pastor’ of the Apollo 

Prayer League. 

 

In a few weeks Bean would be carrying the Word of God to the 

surface of the moon aboard the lunar module Intrepid. The Bible’s 

destiny, Stout reminded the League, was far from certain. Now, more 

than ever before, prayer was vital, as each Apollo mission carried with it 

many new risks:  

There will be approximately five million separate parts on 

the spacecraft rocket system when it lifts upward from 

Cape Kennedy. Each of these parts or its backup system 

must work. Approximately three hundred thousand men 

and women will be supporting the launch. They must not 

only seek perfection, they must be perfection. 
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John’s wife Helen shared her husband’s deep abiding faith and love 

for the space program. In anticipation of the Apollo 12 launch, she 

authored an article for a Christian magazine, observing: “Like our astro-

nauts we must prepare for a flight through life in a very hostile 

environment. We must know our rules book—the Bible.” And now a man 

was going to carry a Bible through outer space to one of the most hostile 

environments mankind had ever encountered.  

To Reverend Stout, carrying the Bible to another celestial world sig-

nified an evangelical effort of cosmic proportions. He hoped the endeavor 

would also usher in a religious renewal here on earth, which he believed 

was mankind’s best chance for saving itself:  

Perhaps this gesture will cause a back to the Bible 

movement. If not, then, some day, after our earth has 

polluted, bombed, starved, or hated itself out of existence, 

some lone space traveler from a distant world might land 

upon the moon to study this earth which was, and by 

chance—or divine guidance—he might find it and take it 

home. By studying it, which we should have done, perhaps 

his world can succeed where ours had failed.  

 

Not everyone in the general public approved of Stout’s venture, 

including the author of a letter he received from Passaic, New Jersey.  

“Did you ever check the word of God to find out if the Lord wants 

men to go to the moon and other planets?” the author asked. “Well I did, 

and I learned that God does not want man to go. Man was made for the 

earth.”  

Stout smiled, opened his desk drawer and placed the letter alongside 

the one from Madalyn Murray O’Hair. Apollo 12 would launch in less 

than four months and he had more important things on his mind.  
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“I’m not a religious person . . . I do not intellectually believe 

religious things. However, I ought to believe them, because 

someone has made them work out for me more than just the 

odds.”  

— Alan Bean, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 12 

25  

Apollo 12: Space Cowboys 

“I’m going to be the first man to eat spaghetti on the moon,” Alan Bean 

announced to his children, Clay and Amy. They knew their dad loved 

spaghetti—he ate it nearly every night of the week. It took a moment for 

the real message to sink in. It wasn’t what he would be eating—it was 

where. Launch day was scheduled for November 14, 1969.  

Commander Pete Conrad, Lunar Module Pilot Alan Bean, and 

Command Module Pilot Dick Gordon were as different from one another 

as any three human beings could be. Conrad was a free-wheeling take-

no-prisoners sort, a smart aleck rocket-jockey with a degree from Prince-

ton who kept the public information officers eternally on their toes. 

Public Affairs Officer Paul Haney observed that no matter how many 

times the gap-toothed Conrad was reminded to keep his language print-

able, it never seemed to register. “They had to bleep out so much of what 

Pete Conrad said they hardly had enough left for a complete sentence,” 

Haney said. “Every third word was a bleep.”  

Dick Gordon, on the other hand, could have been a poster child    

for NASA, with the bravado and handsome looks that personified the 

Korean jet fighter and archetypical astronaut that he was. Growing up, 

he contemplated becoming a priest, then a dentist, then switched career 

goals several times before the Korean conflict interrupted his plans.  

Alan Bean, the rookie lunar module pilot, learned the ropes from      

his two veteran crew mates as he rose through the ranks. He was like 

their younger brother. Together, the crew of Apollo 12 exhibited a 
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camaraderie and unique friendship unparalleled in the lunar program. 

They not only shared friendship, they shared history. Each had spent 

time at the U.S. Naval Test Pilot School in Patuxent (Pax) River, Mary-

land, in the late 1950s, where as an instructor at the school, Conrad 

taught both Bean and Gordon. The three worked together as backup for 

Apollo 9 before joining up again on Apollo 12. They were a close-knit 

bunch who felt it was as important to have fun as to be good. “If you 

can’t be good,” Conrad would say, “then at least be colorful.”  

And colorful they were, right down to their customized Corvettes. 

Cocoa Beach car dealer Jim Rathman received permission from General 

Motors to continue an executive lease arrangement whereby the astro-

nauts could drive a new Chevrolet car of their choice for $1 per year. 

Conrad arranged a deal for three matching Riverside Gold ’69 Corvettes 

with black winged striping customized with front fenders, one bearing 

the initials “CDR” for mission Commander Conrad; another, “CMP” for 

Command Module Pilot Gordon; and the third, “LMP” for Lunar Module 

Pilot Bean. On a pilot’s pay, none of them could have afforded such a 

car. “I thought it was manna from heaven,” Bean said.  

The cars were stock stick-shift 427/390 four-speed coupes, sporting 

head restraints, 4-season air conditioning, special wheel covers, and an 

AM/FM pushbutton radio—all the options a man with “the need for 

speed” could possibly want. The trio then attempted to photograph them-

selves together on the hoods of their respective corvettes using a camera 

timer, rushing back and forth in rapid succession and creating a sequence 

of photos resembling stand-up/sit-down comedy. The resulting picture per-

sonified the nature of the crew and became a favorite of autograph fans.  

 

As those in the astronaut ranks knew, Alan Bean was not originally 

scheduled to be the lunar module pilot on Apollo 12. At the time of the 

crew assignment, “Beano,” a short, skinny, unassuming guy, had been 

relegated to a desk job in Skylab, the program scheduled to transform 

Apollo into a space station. On the surface, Bean was reminiscent of the 

kid next door who cut the neighbor’s grass and delivered the paper. But 

underneath was a fierce determination inherited from his mother that 

could knock down flat anything that got in his way.  

He decided to be a Navy pilot when he paid ten cents to watch 

Twelve O’Clock High as a young boy in Fort Worth, Texas. He was not a 

particularly bright student in grammar school. “I had the idea that people 

had to be born ‘A’ students or sports stars,” he said, “and that being good 
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at things was built-in.” So if he wasn’t naturally good at something, he 

didn’t try. Consequently, Bean didn’t work hard at spelling or geogra-

phy. Instead, he dreamed about airplanes.  

At the age of seventeen, in an act of defiance to his parents who felt 

he should stick to his studies, he signed up for the U.S. Naval Air 

Reserve.  

“I was skinny as a beanpole. In school I hated being short,” he said. 

“But you can’t be too big if you want to be a military pilot because the 

cockpits of military planes don’t have much room.” For the first time in 

his life, he was just right—five feet, nine inches tall. In the end, his 

parents yielded.  

“I started to understand that there is no such thing as being born a 

superstar,” he said. “No, the answer to my old problem of how to do 

better was not that I needed to be born smarter. The answer lay in 

working hard.” The only way to overcome ignorance, he decided, was 

through diligence. So in high school he began applying himself in areas 

where he lacked natural ability, winning a scholarship to the University 

of Texas where in 1965 he obtained a bachelor degree in Aeronautical 

Engineering.  

After serving as an ensign in the U.S. Navy, Bean earned a place in 

the U.S. Navy Test Pilot School in Pax River. Only the best made it to 

Pax River. Pilots there had to fly test planes in bad weather to make 

sure the plane could perform even when skies were stormy. And as Bean 

soon learned, this meant finding the biggest thunderstorm and flying 

straight through it.  

“Every time the plane was hit, it shuddered and shook,” he said. 

“Sometimes, when I landed, I saw that lightning had blown off my 

plane’s radio antennas or shattered its nose cone to pieces. Always there 

was damage to repair. Of course, I acted very cool about the whole 

thing—as if being struck by lightning happened every day.”  

The faster and more dangerous the planes, the better Bean liked it. 

He was soon given his first assignment in the Navy’s Service Test unit. 

The assignment, however, was not at all what he expected. Rather than 

being assigned to a critical area of jet maintenance, Bean was assigned 

to—of all things—ejection seats. It was his job to service and reassemble 

the ejection seats on each test plane. The seats had been the source of 

constant malfunction and, in some cases, the death of the pilot. It was a 

tragic puzzle; and each time Bean came up with a fix for the problem, 

some so-called expert would tell him why his idea wouldn’t work. He 

finally devised a technique that would work with almost any ejection 
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seat on any aircraft. It involved a checklist of key failure components 

whereby service technicians could catch the most prevalent defects for 

nearly any aircraft. After Bean’s procedures were implemented, there 

were no more ejection seat tragedies.  

It was at Pax River that Bean met fellow test pilots Dick Gordon 

and Pete Conrad. The three Navy men’s paths became tightly woven in 

the months and years that followed—all the way to their selection in the 

third group of astronauts in 1963.  

By 1966, Conrad and Gordon had already flown together on Gemini, 

and Bean was still waiting for his first space flight assignment. When 

he eventually received a call from Deke Slayton, it was again not the 

assignment he expected. Instead of assigning him to an Apollo mission, 

Slayton assigned him as Chief of the Apollo Applications Office for 

Skylab. While the title was prestigious enough, it meant he would be 

sitting behind a desk with no time for space flight training.  

“I didn’t want to be there. Nobody wanted to be there,” he said. “But 

there I was, and once again I had a choice. Am I going to go pout 

because I’m not in Apollo where I really want to be and where my 

friends are? Or am I going to try to do Skylab as good as I can do. Well, I 

decided to do Skylab as good as I could do.”  

 

 

Bean would not have made it to the Apollo 12 crew had it not been for 

a tragic accident that took the life of C. C. Williams. The original 

Apollo 12 flight crew had been selected two years earlier. The 

commander was to be Pete Conrad, already a veteran of two Gemini 

flights. The command module pilot was to be Dick Gordon, who had 

flown in space together with Conrad on Gemini 11. And the lunar 

module pilot was to be Clifton Curtis (C.C.) Williams, who had no 

previous space flight experience.  

Conrad had lobbied Deke Slayton to assign Alan Bean as his lunar 

module pilot, but to no avail. Then, two years before Apollo 12 was 

scheduled to fly, C. C. Williams died tragically in a bizarre sequence of 

events. While piloting a T-38 from the Cape to Mobile, Alabama, to see 

his father who was dying of cancer, a mechanical failure near Talla-

hassee, Florida, caused the controls of his T-38 trainer to freeze, and the 

airplane went into an uncontrollable aileron roll. As the jet lost its lift, it 

became a ballistic projectile, accelerating earthward at a horrendous rate. 

Williams attempted an emergency ejection, but the T-38 was dropping 

too fast and its trajectory too low for his parachute to save him.  
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After the accident, Commander Conrad knew exactly who he wanted 

to replace Williams—it was a man working a desk job in Skylab. This 

time Slayton consented. 

By now, Bean had resigned himself to his job, so didn’t think much 

of it when Conrad strolled through the door in Skylab. Bean had no idea 

what Pete wanted. And then Pete asked if he would like to be part of his 

crew on Apollo 12.  

“It took two or three minutes for it to sink in that maybe I was going 

to be a part of Apollo after all,” Bean said.  

 

 “There was never any question about which mission launched in the 

worst weather,” Walt Cunningham said. “Apollo 12 was born in a 

thunderstorm.”  

It was thirty-eight degrees, overcast, and raining at the Cape on the 

morning of the launch. The crew wore mission patches bearing three 

stars representing each of the astronauts and a fourth star in remem-

brance of C. C. Williams. As the countdown proceeded, Reverend Stout, 

listening from the Manned Spacecraft Center, heard the muffled words 

of a brief prayer from someone in the cockpit: “God give us the strength 

to do what we have to do.”  

But if Conrad and his crew thought their first space adventure 

would go smoothly, they were wrong. The first problem arose just thirty-

six seconds after lift-off, only one mile up. The rocket had just dis-

appeared into the base of the clouds when observers on the ground saw 

two bright blue flashes of light. Lightning had struck the Saturn V 

rocket. The bolt followed the flames from the engines, arched through 

the launch tower, and grounded itself on the launch pad. Sixteen 

seconds later the rocket was struck by lightning again.  

Warning lights on the command module control panel lit up like a 

Christmas tree. The entire platform had been knocked out, along with 

the guidance system needed to navigate the moon. The fuel cells had 

gone offline and were operating on battery power. Everything pointed to 

a dying spacecraft. 

“We just lost the platform, gang,” Conrad radioed. “I don’t know 

what happened here. We had everything in the world drop out.”  

People in Mission Control weren’t sure what happened either. Tele-

metry screens read gibberish. Every guidance, navigation, and computer 

system was gone. In Mission Control, flight controller John Aaron 

remembered an event during an earlier test when technicians accident-
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ally powered up the spacecraft using only a single battery, resulting in the 

same type of garbled telemetry he was seeing now on Apollo 12. He knew 

exactly what to do. He told the capsule communicator to have the crew flip 

the “SCE” (Signal Condition Equipment) switch to the auxiliary position.  

CapCom Jerry Carr had no idea what Aaron was talking about. 

Neither did rookie Flight Director Gerry Griffin.  

“What?” Griffin responded. 

“SCE to Aux, Flight,” Aaron repeated.  

Griffin passed along the instructions to CapCom Jerry Carr, “Cap-

Com, SCE to Aux.” 

Carr responded, “What?”  

“SCE to Aux,” Griffin repeated. 

Finally, Carr radioed to Conrad, “Apollo 12, Houston. Try SCE to 

Aux. Over.”  

“Say again, Houston?” Conrad fired back. 

“SCE to Aux,” barked Carr. 

“What the hell is SCE? And where the hell is it?” Pete exclaimed.  

“I know what it is!” Bean yelled. He reached across the instrument 

panel on the Apollo 12 platform and flipped the SCE switch to Auxiliary. 

Immediately the screens in Mission Control blinked and streams of data 

appeared.  

Meanwhile, Dick Gordon struggled to realign the guidance platform, 

and he was doing it the only way he could—from the stars. But he 

couldn’t see any stars. Apollo 12 was beginning its final earth orbit and 

this was his last chance to recover guidance coordinates before Houston 

ordered them to return.  

“I don’t see anything, Al!” he said.  

Bean grabbed a star chart and told Gordon to watch for the constel-

lation Orion, which should be coming into view. By now, Gordon’s eyes 

had adjusted to the darkness and—like clockwork—there was Orion in 

the telescope. Gordon made the alignment and the platform was restored. 

With that, the three space travelers laughed themselves silly on a 

course for the moon.  

 

 

When Dick Gordon slid the spacecraft into lunar orbit four days later, 

Bean was exuberant. As if he had never expected it, the moon was right 

there in full view out his window.  

“Man! Look at that place. Outstanding effort there, Dick Gordon. 

Flash Gordon pilots again!”  
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“Good Godfrey! That’s a God-forsaken place,” Conrad responded, 

catching his first glimpse of the barren planet. “But it’s beautiful,” he 

added quickly. 

As the time for descent approached, Conrad and Bean took their 

positions in lunar module Intrepid. Their destination was a specific 

crater where the Surveyor 3 robot spacecraft landed almost three years 

earlier. Examining Surveyor 3 after thirty-one months of exposure to the 

lunar environment and returning with parts of the robot was a primary 

objective of the mission.  

NASA still wasn’t sure of the exact location where Armstrong and 

Aldrin landed on Apollo 11, so Apollo 12 planners had worked hard to 

achieve a precise landing. Their efforts proved remarkably effective. 

Conrad came as close as anyone had a right to expect. Bean couldn’t 

believe his eyes. Intrepid made a pinpoint landing within 600 feet of 

Surveyor 3.  

“There it is!” he said, spotting the crater. “There it is!! Son of a gun, 

right down the middle of the road!”  

“Outstanding! Forty-two degrees! Pete! Forty-two degrees,” he 

continued. 

“Look out there! I can’t believe it!! Amazing!! Fantastic!! 

But as soon as they touched down, Bean grew cautious. Later, he 

said, “When we landed on the moon and stopped and turned off the 

engine, I thought, ‘Wow, we’ve got to get going 6000 miles an hour again 

to get to Dick Gordon up in the command module. And then we’ve got to 

come out of lunar orbit and burn our engine to go back home.’ Well . . . 

we all know that with cars or airplanes, problems come when you get 

ready to start ’em.”  

 

 

On November 19, Pete Conrad opened the hatch and stepped out onto 

the porch of the lunar module. He knew people wouldn’t remember the 

third man to walk on the moon, so there was no need to make a 

momentous statement. But he did have a quote. In fact, he had a bet to 

win. The bet had its origins in a conversation with Italian journalist 

Oriana Fallaci after the return of Apollo 11.  

“What are they going to have you say?” Fallaci asked Conrad at a 

reception for the astronauts. She, like Madalyn O’Hair, was convinced 

that NASA bureaucrats had instructed Neil Armstrong what to say 

when he first set foot on the moon.  

“It’s up to me, darlin’,” Pete answered.  
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She didn’t believe him. “Impossible,” Fallaci said. “They’ll never let 

you get away with it.” 

“Look,” Pete said, “I’ll prove it to you. I’ll make up my first words on 

the moon right here and now. It’s on TV real time. I can’t lie to you.”  

Conrad had a good idea. Since he was nearly the shortest guy in the 

Astronaut Office, why not say . . . .  

“You’ll never do it,” Fallaci said.  

“How about five hundred bucks?”  

They shook on it.  

 

Conrad reached the last rung of the ladder. The final step was a big 

one, almost three feet. He held the ladder with both hands and jumped.  

“Whoopie! Man!” he yelled. “That may have been a small one for 

Neil, but it’s a long one for me!” 

 

A short while later Bean joined him. Then began a string of camera 

mishaps that would plague Bean in the days ahead.  

To improve the quality of television pictures from the moon, Apollo 

12 carried a portable color camera which was very sensitive to bright 

light. One of Bean’s first tasks on the surface was to remove the tele-

vision camera from the lunar module and position it on a tripod to 

capture their lunar surface activities. Houston wasn’t entirely happy 

with the camera angle, so Bean attempted to reposition it to the other 

side of the lunar module. The camera was so new that Pete and Al never 

had the chance to work with it. They had received no instructions about 

the sun angle, and when Alan moved the camera, he inadvertently 

pointed it toward a brilliant reflection of the sun from the silvery lunar 

lander, destroying the light-sensitive Videocon tube. Television coverage 

of the mission was abruptly terminated.  

Houston thought the camera color wheel was the problem and 

instructed Bean to fix the camera by tapping it with his geologic 

hammer. “I just pounded it on the top with this hammer that I’ve got. I 

figured we didn’t have a thing to lose,” Bean radioed.  

“Skillful fix, Al,” Houston joked.  

But nothing worked. The world stared at a black screen with a 

crystal white smear across the center. The televised Apollo 12 moon 

exploration had just turned into a radio show. Networks scrambled to 

fabricate an image of the moon landing, switching quickly to contrived 

moonscapes. ABC showed employees romping about in a fabricated 

studio setting dressed in spacesuits that looked eerily like costumes 
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from The Twilight Zone. A few people in Mission Control wondered 

whether the camera had been destroyed intentionally.  

Other things made them wonder, too, like Conrad’s frequent chortles.  

The crew had been assigned to perform specific geological excava-

tions over an area of the undulating lunar surface. Halfway through the 

checklist book, Conrad flipped to page seven. And there gazing up at 

him was Playboy Playmate Miss October 1968. Beneath it was a caption 

from the backup crew, “Seen any hills and valleys?”  

“Hey, Al, you want to flip over to procedure seven?” Conrad yelled at 

Bean. “I might need your help on this.”  

The pages that followed continued the levity, like caricatures of 

Snoopy astronauts, and a second Playmate complete with a geological 

reminder: “Don’t forget: Describe the protuberances . . .” No one ever 

figured out how the backup crew sneaked the inserts past Deke Slayton.  

The camera mishaps then resumed. There was the matter of the 

camera shutter self-timer device Conrad had smuggled in the pocket of 

his space suit. The plan was to mount the Hasselblad camera on the tool 

carrier, set the timer, and pose in front of it. Since the timer was not 

part of their standard equipment, such an image would throw post-

mission photo analysts into confusion over how the photo had been 

taken. Conrad was convinced it would be on the cover of Life magazine 

with the caption, “Who Took This?”  

As he left the lunar module, Conrad dropped the timer into the tool 

carrier. But after completing a successful geological excursion, the tool 

carrier was now full of dust and rocks. Using hand signals so that the 

whole world would not listen in, the moonwalkers decided that Bean 

would dig through the rocks to find it. His only choice was to dump the 

rocks out of the tool carrier onto the ground, which he was reluctant to 

do for fear of losing them. After hopelessly rummaging through the 

samples, Bean gave up and the men moved on to other tasks.  

After nearly four hours of work, Conrad and Bean headed to 

Intrepid for a meal and some rest. They were both hungry and tired, and 

Bean looked forward to his favorite meal—spaghetti.  

 

 

When they emerged again from the lunar module, their destination was 

the Surveyor 3 robotic probe, which stood well within sight of the lunar 

lander. The probe had landed very hard on the moon two and a half 

years earlier in April 1967. So hard, in fact, that the onboard television 

camera worked for only a short period of time. The camera was used in 
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conjunction with a shovel extension to transmit television pictures to 

NASA to determine the make-up of the lunar surface before sending 

men there. Conrad and Bean were to retrieve the camera and other 

parts of the robotic probe. 

But the probe, they discovered, didn’t look anything like its sup-

posed twin in Houston; and the bolt-cutter in the tool kit required 

extreme force and perseverance to grind the parts free. After completing 

their objectives, Conrad and Bean boarded the lunar module and pre-

pared for the return trip to rendezvous with Gordon in Yankee Clipper. 

In a final comedic moment, Conrad pulled the Hasselblad camera timer 

from the bottom of the tool carrier. Bean took it and threw it out on the 

moon as hard as he could. Maybe the next guys there could use it.  

Firing the lunar module ascent engine to lift off from the surface 

had been a matter of concern on Apollo 11, and it was equally so for 

Apollo 12, considering that the spacecraft had been riddled by lightning.  

Under normal procedures, Conrad, as mission commander, was to 

fly the lunar module while the lunar module pilot assisted by observing 

and reporting instrument readings. But Conrad knew his buddy loved to 

fly. Taking one last look at the moon, he turned to Bean. 

“You want to do it?” 

“Do what?” 

“Take us out of here. You’re the lunar module pilot.” 

“But you’re the commander.” 

“You want me to order you then?” 

Conrad didn’t have to.  

“I can remember counting down and thinking, ‘If this thing will just 

burn six minutes and three seconds, we’re home,’” Bean recalled. “I can 

remember looking at my watch and the timer on the panel and watching 

it count down.” 

When the countdown hit zero, Bean pushed the launch button, 

lifting Intrepid toward the orbiting Yankee Clipper, becoming the first, 

and perhaps only, lunar module pilot to actually fly the lunar module.  

 

 

When Intrepid docked with Yankee Clipper, Conrad knocked on the 

hatch.  

“Who’s there?” Gordon asked.  

When he opened the hatch, he saw Conrad and Bean covered from 

head to toe in lunar dust.  

“You’re not coming into my ship like that!” Dick Gordon maintained 
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a clean ship and knew the dust could clog air flow filters and endanger 

the mission. “Strip down,” he said.  

“What?” Conrad asked.  

Gordon demanded that the two strip out of their filthy space suits 

and clean up before they came aboard. And so it was that, 240,000 miles 

from earth, Conrad and Bean entered the command module the way 

they came into the world—naked. By the third orbit they were dressed 

and ready for the trip back to earth. They jettisoned Intrepid and sent it 

crashing into the moon. The impact reverberated for a full thirty 

minutes. The crew of Apollo 12 was on their way home.  

There had been no ceremonial dedications or religious readings 

during the Apollo 12 mission.  

“Had it done any good to have prayed for Madalyn O’Hair when I 

was on the moon,” Conrad said, “I would have done it.”  

The descent stage left on the moon bore a plaque signifying the 

second moon landing of Kennedy’s proclamation. The plaque did not 

bear words of momentous import or the name of President Richard 

Nixon, as did the Apollo 11 lunar plaque. Instead, it reflected the plain 

and simple nature of the crew, void of flourish: “Apollo 12 November 

1969” and the names of the three crew members. Conrad had taken 

along a duplicate of the plaque to return as a gift to his good friend and 

next door neighbor, Jack Kinzler, the man who had made it.  

Reentry through the earth’s atmosphere was a violent process that 

released an enormous amount of kinetic energy, and there was concern 

in Houston that the lightning strikes might have damaged the para-

chute deployment mechanism, which would mean an uncontrolled 

splash-down and certain death for the crew. But there was no way to 

determine this. After some discussion as to whether they should alert 

the crew, Houston decided against it, since there wasn’t anything 

anyone could do about it anyway. The parachutes would either work or 

they wouldn’t.  

Mission Control watched in relief as a rescue helicopter transmitted 

images of three parachutes ballooning above the Apollo 12 command 

module. As the module descended, Bean experienced his final bout of 

camera malfunctions. He had placed the 16mm data acquisition camera 

in the window of the command module so that NASA could have movies 

of rocket staging and reentry. The camera was supposed to be removed 

from the bracket during the parachute descent, but in the rush to get 

through the landing checklist, Bean forgot to remove it. As the command 

module hit the Pacific Ocean, the camera flew from the bracket and 
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whacked Bean in the head, knocking him out cold. Fortunately, he 

regained consciousness in time for recovery by the U.S.S. Hornet.  

The persistent camera malfunctions did not go unnoticed by the 

head astronaut prankster, Fred Haise. After the crew’s release from 

quarantine, he arranged an informal ceremony where he presented 

Bean with the “Broken Brownie Award,” a smashed up Brownie camera 

stapled to a board in recognition of Bean’s “outstanding camera work.” 

In spite of the mission’s near disaster and ultimate success, members 

of the Apollo 12 crew later said they experienced neither euphoria nor 

letdown after their return. Conrad was still Pete Conrad, Gordon was 

still Dick Gordon. Alan Bean, however, was a different sort of Alan Bean.  

Before the mission, Bean might have admitted that he was a relig-

ious man, but he did not remain so after his return. The event caused 

him to question everything he had ever known about God, mankind, and 

the cosmos.  

“I don’t know how to explain it,” he said. “It’s kind of a paradox, 

feeling that somebody up there loves me, and yet not believing there’s 

somebody up there to love me. It’s crazy.”  

But one thing Bean did bring back was inspiration. During the next 

four decades he would develop as a painter, depicting Apollo missions in 

breathtaking displays of artistry. It was a skill he had nurtured most of 

his life, and now—driven by scenes that only a handful of men had ever 

seen—he undertook with a passion.  

“When we actually did go in space and walk on the moon, we 

accomplished our lifelong dream—and then that let the next dream 

come to the surface,” he said. “Some people had a next dream, like 

myself, to become an artist. Other individuals had other dreams. Some 

unfortunate ones didn’t have a dream to replace going to the moon. So 

when they came back, they had a sense of emptiness because they’d 

accomplished what they’d always wanted, and nothing replaced it.” 

Pete Conrad was not one of those who suffered from a feeling of 

emptiness. He headed straight over to Skylab. The economy was suffer-

ing record deficits and at a billion dollars a flight, he knew Apollo’s days 

were numbered. Alan Bean followed close behind. Dick Gordon, how-

ever, told Conrad he was going to stick around and wait for a shot as 

commander of Apollo 18. 

Conrad wasn’t sure that was such a good idea. “I’m not sure there’s 

going to be an Apollo 18,” he said.  
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After splashdown, the crew entered quarantine, accompanied by their 

PPKs and a vast cargo of moon rocks. Following their release, however, 

Bean had unfortunate news for Reverend Stout. While the two Bibles 

did indeed make a historic voyage to the moon, they did not actually 

land on the lunar surface. Due to an error in the log manifest, the 

support crew stowed the PPK on the command module rather than the 

lunar module, therefore the Bibles remained in orbit and never descen-

ded to the moon.  

Although disheartened, Reverend Stout knew the Bibles’ journey 

was nevertheless significant. The Apollo 12 spacecraft carrying the first 

microfilm Bible had endured two lightning strikes, yet survived to 

realize one of NASA’s most successful moon landings, an event that 

could not be overlooked.  

Bean retrieved the contents of his PPK and presented the small red 

bound Bible to Reverend Stout with a hand-written note: “It was a pleasure 

to have taken your Bible to the moon.” Then, when no one stepped 

forward to claim the microfilm Bible, he tucked it away with his other 

flight memorabilia, where it remained for the next thirty-five years.  

Stout now set his sights on getting the lunar Bible on board the next 

flight, Apollo 13, this time with multiple copies produced with yet a newer 

generation of NCR microfilm technology. He wasn’t sure how he would 

persuade the Apollo 13 crew to do this, but he knew a conservative new 

congressman who might be able to help. Stout had been waiting in a 

barber shop when he ran across an article in Esquire magazine con-

taining an interview with various aspiring young politicians. One in 

particular caught his attention.  

“He was the only one in all the interviews that mentioned God,” 

Stout said. “He had the kind of Christian personal commitment we 

wanted for the historic meeting . . . so he was the one chosen to present 

the Apollo 13 crew with the Bibles.”  

The politician’s name was George H.W. Bush. 
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 “Words cannot begin to express what experience can convince 

us of—how our experience can grow through prayer. First of all, 

it comes through hard work—the hard work of prayer. Have you 

ever seen a piano tuner at work on a misused or unused 

priceless work of art? Do it sometime. God is asking you to turn 

on and tune in. As it takes time for the piano tuner to do his 

thing, it will probably take time for you.”  

— Reverend John Stout 

Director, The Apollo Prayer League 

26 

The “Icy Commander” is Back 

When the Apollo 13 crew was assigned in July 1969, Alan Shepard was 

in his sixth year at a desk job in the Manned Spacecraft Center as Chief 

of the Astronaut Office, supervising the day-to-day activities of a team 

that had grown to sixty-five astronauts. He had every reason to believe 

he would die with a stapler in his hand. 

Everyone at the center stepped lightly around Shepard, whose 

persona was larger than his five-foot, eleven-inch frame. He was so 

intimidating, the story goes, that his secretary kept two photos of Shep-

ard in her desk drawer—one smiling and one scowling. For visitors’ 

sake, she would display the picture reflecting Shepard’s mood of the day.  

As gatekeeper for the astronauts, Shepard coordinated travel sched-

ules, parceled out the astronauts’ media time, and arbitrated public 

appearances. He was fiercely protective of the astronauts and merciless 

with reporters. Once, when asked if a well-known reporter could inter-

view one of the Original 7 astronauts, Shepard shot back, “No, we 

already gave that [expletive] reporter an interview. He misspelled Wally 

[Schirra’s] name and thought reentry was some kind of sex thing.”  

Although there was no known cure for Méniére’s disease, Shepard 

was determined to stay on and stick it out, and when Slayton was 

promoted to Chief of Flight Crew Operations, NASA officials agreed to 

assign Shepard Slayton’s old position as Chief of the Astronaut Office. 

Slayton and Shepard had been friends since their selection together in 
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the Original 7, and Slayton sympathized with Shepard’s dilemma. 

Slayton himself had been grounded four years earlier due to an 

irregular heartbeat. When Shepard asked the flight surgeon if he could 

at least take a plane up with Slayton, the answer was quick: “No, two 

half pilots do not make a whole.”  

The only thing America’s first man in space would be flying was a 

desk.  

 

 

All this changed one afternoon in 1964 when Tom Stafford stopped by 

Shepard’s office. Stafford had learned from his high school friend, Jimmy 

Crabtree, of an ear, nose, and throat specialist in Los Angeles named 

Dr. William House, who reportedly had cured Méniére’s disease through 

a delicate surgical procedure whereby a tiny silicon tube was inserted in 

the inner ear canal. It was an iffy procedure with only a 20% chance of 

success. It could, in fact, make the condition worse. But the risk of a 

surgery gone bad was small potatoes for Shepard. Within weeks he was 

on a plane to Los Angeles.  

“Well, what if it doesn’t work?” he asked Dr. House.  

“Well, you won’t be any worse off than you are now, except you 

might lose your hearing. But other than that . . .”  

Raised a Christian Scientist, Shepard had learned that God would 

make things right with man if man was right with God. After his visit 

with Dr. House, he flew home to consult his wife, Louise. 

“The doctor can’t promise he’ll be successful, but I’m burning up 

inside, Louise. I want so badly to fly again in space. I’m willing to try 

anything.”  

Louise Shepard was a woman of strong faith, herself a devout 

Christian Scientist, and she knew the odds of his success were much 

greater than a mortal man could profess.  

“Do it,” she said. “Go for it.”  

So in late 1968, Shepard phoned Dr. House to schedule the 

operation. If it didn’t work, he would leave NASA altogether.  

He checked into St. Vincent’s Hospital under the assumed name of 

Victor Poulis, a name suggested by Dr. House’s Greek nurse. Dr. House 

cautioned that the condition was often uncorrectable and the results, if 

any, would take time. But Shepard wasn’t buying it.  

“In my case it is going to be correctable,” he said flatly.  

And he was right.  
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Six months later, Shepard was back in Deke Slayton’s office pushing 

for the commander slot on the next unassigned Apollo mission.  

“Get me a flight to the moon,” he said. 

Gordon Cooper was next in line to be commander of Apollo 13 and 

Cooper felt the mission was rightfully his. But Slayton rationalized that 

since Shepard had been bumped off the earlier Gemini mission, he was 

now entitled to the first available prime crew position. In the face of 

controversy, Slayton made the final decision. Cooper’s name was 

scratched from the crew list and replaced with that of Alan Shepard as 

commander of Apollo 13.  

Shepard wasted no time selecting his crewmates: Stuart Roosa 

would be his command module pilot and Edgar Mitchell his lunar 

module pilot. Roosa and Mitchell were part of the group of astronauts 

selected in 1966 who dubbed themselves the “Original 19.” Some among 

the astronaut corps questioned Shepard’s choice. Roosa, a freckle-faced 

kid with a rural upbringing, and Mitchell, a brilliant but intense intel-

lectual, were both rookies with no space experience. Further, neither 

bought into the astronauts’ social scene—which suited Shepard just fine.  

Objections to Shepard’s selection of Mitchell and Roosa were 

especially keen among the Original 7. A number of astronauts from the 

Mercury and Apollo ranks were imminently qualified with proven space 

flight records. Adding to the intensity, the Apollo program was falling 

victim to a government budget shortfall. Apollo 18 and 19 missions were 

already on the chopping block. The U.S. was sliding into a recession and 

President Nixon was having trouble shielding the space program. Chances 

to fly one of the remaining Apollo missions were rapidly diminishing. At 

a small dinner gathering with a handful of Mercury astronauts, Shepard 

was asked why he selected Edgar Mitchell as his lunar module pilot.  

“Because I want to get back,” he said simply. 

No one doubted Mitchell’s competency in the lunar lander. He and 

Fred Haise had been the designated astronaut representatives in the 

design and test of the lunar module, and the two had intimate knowl-

edge of every nut, bolt, and computer circuit in the strange new space-

craft. In addition, Mitchell had a reported IQ of 180 and a doctorate 

from MIT with a dissertation in “Low-thrust Interplanetary Navi-

gation”—a theory designed to propel manned spacecraft to Mars and 

beyond. For Mitchell, flying to the moon was merely an intermediary 

puddle jump. Shepard, who had little experience with the lunar module, 

wanted the best at his back during the tricky descent to the moon. 

Mitchell, he felt, was the man. 
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As for Stuart Roosa, “He’s the best stick-and-rudder man I’ve ever 

seen,” Shepard said. A country boy from Claremore, Oklahoma, Roosa, 

like others, answered NASA’s call for astronauts from Edwards Air 

Force Base in 1965. Thousands of qualified pilots had applied, so Roosa 

wasn’t especially hopeful when he was invited to Houston for an inter-

view with NASA officials, including Deke Slayton. His interview had 

scarcely begun when Slayton received a telephone call and abruptly left 

the room. He never came back.  

Roosa called his wife, Joan, dejected. He knew it was over when 

Deke didn’t stick around. But Slayton had left the room to take a call 

from the commander at Roosa’s test pilot school. “You want Roosa at 

NASA,” the commander had said, so Deke had already made up his 

mind and saw no reason to return to his office.  

Shepard was not one to mince words and not shy about expressing 

displeasure. Roosa, for one, was scared to death of him and was more 

than a little nervous that summer afternoon in 1968 when Shepard 

summoned him and Edgar Mitchell to his office. Roosa was literally 

quaking in his boots.  

“I want to ask y’all something,” said Shepard. “Do you mind flying a 

crew with an old retread like me?”  

Roosa was taken aback. He had yet to serve as even a backup crew 

member for a mission. Roosa looked at Shepard. “You mean on the 

backup crew?”  

Shepard gave him his icy stare. “I never mentioned anything about a 

backup crew—I said crew.” 

At that moment, Roosa realized he was going to the moon.  

 

 

Shepard’s euphoria as commander of Apollo 13 proved to be short-lived. 

Slayton was getting feedback from NASA officials that Shepard’s 

selection posed a political problem, since the Apollo Saturn vehicle was 

several times more complicated than the Mercury and Gemini capsules 

Shepard had previously flown. The consensus: Shepard needed more 

time to train. Shepard, Mitchell, and Roosa had only fifteen minutes of 

collective spaceflight time, and all of that logged by Shepard during his 

1961 Freedom 7  flight.  

In contrast, Jim Lovell, tentatively scheduled as commander of 

Apollo 14, had spent more time in space than any other human being, 

chalking up 572 hours and nearly seven million miles. Lovell had 

already flown two Gemini missions and was among the first men to 
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orbit the moon on Apollo 8. Not only was Lovell eminently qualified on 

the Saturn 5—Lovell’s crew was ready.  

Slayton broke the news to Shepard. “We can’t do [it]. You’re too 

much of a political problem.”  

“I’ve been training along with all these other guys and I’m ready to 

go,” Shepard argued.  

“But the public doesn’t know that,” Slayton said. “So we’ll make a 

deal. We’ll let you command Apollo 14 if you’ll let us have another crew 

for Apollo 13.”  

Shepard conceded, and Lovell’s Apollo 14 crew was swapped with 

Shepard’s Apollo 13 crew. Thirteen would now be flown by Commander 

Jim Lovell, Command Module Pilot Ken Mattingly, and Lunar Module 

Pilot Fred Haise.  

Jim Lovell was going to see Mount Marilyn one more time.  

 

The irony of the Apollo 13 crew swap wasn’t wasted on Edgar Mitchell. 

Two of his closest friends and rivals had just elbowed him out. Mitchell 

met Fred Haise and Ken Mattingly when he first arrived in Houston 

and the three agreed to share an apartment. Since those early days, 

they had maintained a friendly rivalry as to which would be first to the 

moon. Mitchell was momentarily thrilled at the prospect of arriving at 

the moon onboard Apollo 13; but now, in a flash, both Haise and 

Mattingly were scheduled to arrive there ahead of him. Disappointed, he 

relinquished the honor gracefully. Apollo 14 would follow in short 

order—and he needed time to train his “icy commander.”  

Because Haise and Mitchell were married men, the quarters the 

three shared were temporary for them until their families arrived. Ken 

Mattingly, however, was a bachelor. “Ken had virtually nothing outside 

of the program,” Haise said. “That was his life. We had families, 

children, and all of the things that took us away from the program. Ken 

had nothing.”  

Indeed, Mattingly’s exclusive focus was on flying. His father had 

worked in maintenance for Eastern Airlines when he was growing up 

and took him on trips when he traveled. Eventually, Mattingly gravi-

tated toward anything with wings and would eat whatever cereal had a 

cut-out of a plane on the box. His introduction to a flying career came 

when his high school advisor forgot to tell his students about an 

upcoming ROTC exam and offered each a six-pack of beer to show up at 

the last minute and take the test. The exam landed Ken in the ROTC 
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and on his way to a military career flying exotic aircraft. The oppor-

tunity to fly to the moon on a new spacecraft still being invented was 

the very essence of his aspirations.  

Mattingly and Mitchell met when students at Edwards Air Force 

Base, where they were the only two Navy participants in a nearly all-Air 

Force pilot school. In the summer of 1965, Navy men at the base were 

given a choice between applying for the Manned Orbiting Laboratory 

(MOL) program or NASA’s new space program. Air Force personnel, 

however, were allowed to apply for both. After conferring with each other, 

Mitchell and Mattingly decided to opt for the Navy’s MOL program. 

“We’d seen all the press releases and heard about all these heroes at 

NASA,” Ken said. “We decided we didn’t have a chance, so we checked 

the MOL box.” The applications were then forwarded to the Air Force 

review board. Mitchell and Mattingly ranked first and second in their 

class and were confident of their selection.  

When the results were posted, however, neither one of their names 

was on the list, although all of their Air Force classmates were. For-

tunately, an Air Force instructor at the base, John Prodan, arranged for 

the Navy to submit their applications directly to the NASA selection 

board. “I think there might have been sensitivities among the ranks 

about ‘these clowns who wear Navy uniforms,” Prodan said. With that, 

both Mitchell and Mattingly made the first interview cut and were put 

on the short list for selection.  

Mitchell was having dinner when the pivotal call came from Deke 

Slayton. He had been selected for the fifth group of astronauts. “Ed was 

grinning from ear to ear,” said Mattingly. “But no call came for me. So I 

figured I was dead meat; and the guys in the class were all hanging 

around trying to keep my spirits up.”  

The group was undergoing medical evaluations at Brooks Air Force 

Base in San Antonio and decided to take Ken out on the town for drinks. 

When Mattingly returned to base quarters to change clothes for the 

outing, the phone rang. It was Deke Slayton. Mattingly had also been 

selected in the fifth group. “The announcement will be out by the end of 

the week,” Slayton said, “but don’t tell anybody.”  

They couldn’t tell anybody—but neither could they hide it from their 

friends. The group headed to the River Walk in downtown San Antonio 

to celebrate. They were having drinks on the patio of a Mexican 

restaurant when the waiter approached Mattingly with a napkin.  

“That woman over there would like your autograph,” he said.  
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The group stared at each other. “Somebody recognized me?” 

Mattingly said. “How could she know?”  

“Why does she want that?” he asked the waiter. 

“Well, you are the comedian Dickie Smothers, aren’t you?”  

After he and his classmates regained their composure, Mattingly 

signed the napkin and handed it back to the waiter. “Tell her to hold 

onto this for a couple of days.”  

 

Elsewhere, Fred Haise was also receiving a call from Deke Slayton. He, 

like Mattingly, had been selected as part of the Original 19—or the 

“Excess 19” as the Original 7 astronauts called them, since they didn’t 

feel they needed any help. The roommates were like slices from three 

different pies. Haise was loose and quick, Mitchell was philosophic and 

intellectual, and Mattingly was quiet and intense. But in the weeks that 

followed, the unlikely trio became fast friends. “We were just the same 

three guys who came from the same dusty desert,” said Mattingly. And 

in time, they hoped to fly a mission together. 

None of the three were much for party life, but they shared off-duty 

time together. Mattingly spent an occasional evening with the Mitchell 

family, and Ed Mitchell would take Mattingly’s 16-foot Sailfish for a 

cruise on Clear Lake. Once, while navigating the boat on a family 

outing, Mitchell inadvertently turned it over, dumping his entire family 

into the lake and jamming the mast into the mud. “It was a little 

embarrassing for me at that point,” Mitchell said. “I made a turn and a 

gust of wind caught me. I had to pull Louise and the two girls out from 

under the boat.” He didn’t know quite how to break the news to 

Mattingly, but based on Ken’s nonchalant reaction, “suspected he might 

have done the same thing a time or two himself.” 

As for Fred Haise and Ken Mattingly, it became nearly impossible to 

keep the two out of an airplane. They spent every available hour flying 

together. “Fred and I considered any day we didn’t fly at least twice a 

complete loss—and that includes weekends,” said Mattingly. “Fred, Ed, 

and I sort of formed a triumvirate. The three of us kept very close 

relations right up to the time we had to go fly.”  

As the Apollo program progressed, the three were separated by their 

respective NASA assignments. Haise and Mitchell went to the Grumman 

development lab at Bethpage, New York to work on development of the 

lunar module; and Mattingly headed to North American Aviation in 

Downey, California, to work on development of the command module.  
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Haise and Mitchell shared a small trailer office at Grumman where 

they worked alternating shifts. Their primary job was to interface with 

Grumman engineers in the operational checkout of the lunar module 

features, since switches and other controls that may have appeared well 

positioned to a Grumman engineer might not be easily operated with 

the thick gloves worn by astronauts. The two wanted traceability of 

every part, every wire. But testing amid an ambitious development 

program with tight deadlines was challenging. A continuous stream of 

congressmen, politicians, and VIPs were permitted inside the spacecraft, 

along with their aides and secretaries.  

“Changes got so hot and heavy with instruments and wiring that it 

became difficult to track,” said Haise. “One time when we were in the 

lunar module testing, it got hot because someone was welding right 

behind us.”  

Haise became known as a light hearted practical joker, while Mitch-

ell maintained a more stoic demeanor that masked a very wry sense of 

humor. On one occasion, when waiting for Haise to relieve him, Mitchell 

was asked by Grumman engineers to test a balancing platform designed 

to familiarize the astronauts with mobility on the moon. Mitchell found 

the operation to be unusually perilous. 

“It was kind of like a Buck Rogers flying belt where you stand on a 

platform, and if you’ve got perfect balance, it would sit still. There were 

only two degrees of freedom back and forth along the rail, and if you 

tilted, you accelerated the platform very quickly.” Although securely 

strapped into a harness, Mitchell repeatedly lost his balance and flew 

end over end off the platform before he finally mastered it.  

When Haise showed up to replace him, Mitchell took him to the 

platform and explained the simple mobility procedure Grumman wanted 

to test. He encouraged Haise to go first. “Go ahead and give it a try, 

Fred. Just go ahead and do it. You go first.” Then he stood back and 

watched as Haise repeatedly fell off the bizarre contraption. 

“Oh c’mon, now, it’s a piece of cake,” Mitchell said. “Let me have it.” 

He hopped up on the platform, strung up the harness, and performed 

flawlessly. After what seemed an interminable amount of additional 

time and trials on Haise part, he finally realized he’d been had. And, as 

everyone knew, getting one over on “Freddo” was rare. 

“I think you’re a fink,” Haise said, labeling his teammate a turncoat.  
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It was during this time that Mitchell received a grim reminder of the 

risky business of space. The Original 19 were returning to Houston after 

inspecting the command module in Downey when a page for Mitchell 

sounded over the Los Angeles airport speaker system. It was a call from 

Deke Slayton. There had been an accident on launch pad 34 during an 

Apollo 1 ground test—the crew had perished in a flash fire. Deke needed 

four men to fly the missing-man formation over memorial services at a 

Houston church and asked Mitchell if he could put together a team.  

Mitchell knew immediately who he would ask to fly with him, and 

on January 30, 1967, Mitchell, Mattingly, and Haise flew a wind-swept 

formation over memorial services in Seabrook, Texas. As the signal 

came from the church for the flyover, the fourth missing-man pilot, 

Vance Brand, veered off into the heavens as the “fallen angel” in 

memory of their lost comrades, while Mitchell, Haise, and Mattingly 

remained in flight formation, vanishing into the horizon together. 

It was an unfathomably sad time in American history. Yet as the 

turbulence of the Sixties persisted, around the globe a vast group 

remained dedicated to exploring the moon. On occasion, the tragic 

dimension of the decade penetrated the sealed world of NASA. Such was 

the case with Ken Mattingly. Shortly after the Apollo 11 moon landing, 

he received a letter from the parents of a friend notifying him that their 

son had been shot down in Vietnam.  

“I can’t do this,” he told himself. “I’m sitting in NASA in the lap of 

luxury while my buddies are dying.” Seeing no immediate prospect for a 

space assignment, he visited Shepard’s office. “It’s time for me to go,” he 

said. “I’ve had fun, but it’s time for me to go back and earn my pay in 

Vietnam.”  

“I can understand that,” Shepard said. “Think about it for a week or 

ten days and then come back.”  

Not long after that, Deke Slayton announced the next prime crew: 

Jim Lovell, Fred Haise, and Ken Mattingly. Presumably, Shepard had 

known that.  

The assignment was difficult for Mattingly to grasp. He hadn’t 

known Jim Lovell very well and wasn’t sure why Lovell had selected 

him. But Lovell had picked one of the best lunar module pilots in the 

ranks, Fred Haise. And Haise knew Mattingly very well.  

“Lovell didn’t know me from Adam’s house cat,” Ken said. “I think 

he must have asked Freddo.”  
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On the previous Apollo 12 flight, the microfilm lunar Bible given to Alan 

Bean had never landed on the moon, and the Apollo Prayer League now 

intensified its efforts in the quest. The plan for Apollo 12 had been to land 

the lunar Bible on the moon and then return with it to earth. Stout’s hope 

now with Apollo 13 was to leave a Bible on the moon so that even 

centuries later, other celestial travelers might find it. But he knew the 

harsh lunar environment was sure to destroy the fragile microfilm within 

days, if not moments. Stout had studied and taught chemistry in Brazil 

and knew of a gold amortization process that involved applying a thin 

protective layer of gold over the letters of the Bible. He was aware that 

the Germans had done a lot of work in this area, but he had difficulty 

locating an expert within NASA. Eventually he found such a person in 

the very building where he worked at the Manned Spacecraft Center.  

After further collaboration with the co-worker, Stout discovered that 

the protective diazole used by NCR to encase the image would protect 

the fragile Bible just as well if only the borders of the Bibles were gilded. 

With this, he abandoned the gold amortization process. “If we were 

going for 10,000 years, then we probably would use an improved version 

of the gold amortization process,” Stout said. “But at this point, 1000 

years would do.”  

Marilyn Lovell agreed to work with Stout on a design committee for 

the Bibles and to serve as liaison between the committee and her hus-

band regarding stowage and handling. Stout again turned to Norman 

Vincent Peale for advice as to an appropriate gesture for the occasion of 

landing the first Bible on the moon. Peale suggested that the crew leave 

the first lunar Bible on top of a small mound of rocks, similar to the 

altar built by Noah when his ark came to rest on the mountains of 

Ararat. Lovell was said to be amenable to the idea.  

For this purpose, Stout envisioned a single microfilm Bible covered 

with a gilded American emblem displaying the stars and stripes. It 

would be accompanied by a small commemorative certificate containing 

a description of the microfilm Bible, its origin from planet earth, and a 

translation of the first verse of Genesis in sixteen languages, which were 

believed to represent the languages spoken by sixty percent of the world. 

The United Bible Societies provided the translations. The first verse on 

the list was in English, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and 

the earth,” followed by the same verse in Spanish, Chinese, German, 

and so on.  

With this would be a separate packet containing multiple copies of 

the microfilm Bible which would later be distributed to APL members 

and supporters of the effort. In view of the advancing microfilm 
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technology, the Apollo Prayer League obtained a roll of 1500 identical 

microfilm copies of the King James Bible from Edmund Scientific, an 

NCR distributor. Of these, he packaged 512 together in a fireproof packet, 

with the gold-edged Bible wrapped separately so it could be easily 

removed and left on the moon along with a small folded certificate 

reading:  

This is the first book taken from PLANET EARTH to the 

surface of another celestial body. It was dedicated to this 

spot on the moon by James A. Lovell, Jr. during the Apollo 

13 flight, in company with Fred W. Haise, Jr. and Thomas 

K. Mattingly II. 

 

The Bibles would take less than a square inch or so of space and 

weigh a little over an ounce. Reverend Stout was now prepared to 

approach another crew with the Prayer League’s request to carry the 

lunar Bibles. In a newsletter to APL members, he officially announced the 

dignitary chosen to present the Apollo 13 lunar Bibles:  

Since the astronauts are doing this on a personal basis we 

wanted someone of national prominence to be present 

when the Bibles were presented to the astronauts. Finally 

from a hundred suggested names, from the Pope to the 

President, a Christian congressman, George Bush, was 

chosen. 

 

Congressman Bush had developed a special interest in the space 

program and agreed to participate in the presentation. So shortly before 

the April 11, 1970 launch, Bush accompanied Reverend Stout to Lovell’s 

house with the lunar Bibles.  

Lovell, Haise, and Mattingly were on hand at Lovell’s home to greet 

Congressman Bush and Reverend Stout and accept the lunar Bibles for 

the flight. Reverend Stout was thrilled at the prospect but braced for a 

backlash from Madalyn O’Hair. By this time, the ongoing political battle 

between O’Hair and NASA was well known, and Stout was beginning to 

enjoy his lively exchanges with the woman. So to avoid any last minute 

consternation, he called her directly. The word of God was on its way to 

the moon again, he told her. And if all went well, it would be there for a 

thousand years. If she had a serious problem with that, she was welcome 

to go there and retrieve it. 
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Jim Lovell was eager to crown his career with a moon landing. His wife 

Marilyn, however, was skeptical about his reassignment to the number 

13 mission.  

“13? Why 13?” she asked. 

“Because it comes after 12, Honey.”  

It was a short answer to a long story. And as things evolved, the 

story would only get longer.  

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000599/
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000599/
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“Houston, we’ve had a problem.” 

— James Lovell, Commander, Apollo 13 

 
“We’ve had more than a problem . . .” 

— Larry Sheaks, Mission Control 

Environmental Control Systems Flight Controller 

27 

Apollo 13: A Space Odyssey 

Less than two months after Apollo 12 splashed down in November 1969, 

the Apollo 13 spacecraft stood ready on the launch pad. It was scheduled 

for liftoff on the thirteenth minute of the thirteenth hour. The lunar 

landing was scheduled for the thirteenth of April. Unfortunately, no one 

at NASA was superstitious.  

At the Apollo Prayer League, Estelle Jackson submitted a poem that 

spoke directly to the matter, quoting from Romans 13:12: 

 

13” is a long-dreaded number, 

Superstition has made it seem so. 

But cast off the workings of darkness 

Accepting the challenge to “go.” 

 

There is no reason for doubting, 

For you’ll reap whatsoever you sow, 

You’re the 7th manned flight of Apollo 

And “7” is perfect, you know. 

 

Cast off your fears of the darkness, 

Put on the armor of light, 

Trust and the Lord shall go with you, 

That is my prayer for your flight 
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NASA had never experienced a disaster during a fully-fueled manned 

mission and were confident this flight would be no exception. They had 

an expert crew and a proven spacecraft. The crew named the command 

module Odyssey to symbolize the long voyage to the moon, and the lunar 

module Aquarius after the Egyptian Goddess, the water carrier who 

brought life to the Nile Valley, as they hoped she would bring them safely 

home to earth.  

Although NASA was not ready for a lunar landing in extremely 

rugged terrain, the site selection committee had long been interested in 

a place called the Fra Mauro Hills. Of particular interest was a feature 

called Cone Crater, a comparatively fresh crater believed to contain 

material the scientific community needed to help better understand the 

creation of the rugged lunar highlands.  

Even before taking command of Apollo 13, veteran astronaut Jim 

Lovell had announced this would be his last trip. “There are a lot of 

people in our program who haven’t flown yet and it’s appropriate that I 

step aside.”  

 

 

In the months following the crew swap, Lovell, Haise, and Mattingly 

became unilaterally focused on a mission that, by virtue of previous 

flawless missions, was sure to succeed. Even Fred Haise’s practical 

jokes, like flipping the re-pressurization valve during simulations to 

create a startling bang, did nothing to undermine the crew’s confidence.  

It was a well-known fact that as an Apollo crew trained together 

they developed an intuitive sense of teamwork and, over time, began to 

function as a single cohesive unit. Such was the chemistry of Lovell, 

Haise, and Mattingly as the April 11, 1970, launch date approached.  

The backup crew of Commander John Young, Command Module 

Pilot Jack Swigert, and Lunar Module Pilot Charlie Duke trained along-

side the prime crew as standby. John Young was an experienced 

commander with three space flights behind him; Jack Swigert, a 

swinging bachelor known for his little black book of phone numbers. 

Swigert was serving his first time on a backup crew, as was Charlie Duke.  

Working in unison with the prime crew, the backup crew became a 

part of that well-oiled team. But as Fred Haise had recently learned as 

backup for Apollo 11, the backup crew’s intensity begins to wane a 

month or so before launch as the chance for a seat on the mission fades. 

And as the Apollo 13 countdown approached, this was beginning         

to happen. John Young, Charlie Duke, and Jack Swigert, while still 
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performing their backup assignments, were slowly disengaging from the 

mission. But this was about to change.  

A week before launch, Charlie Duke returned from a family picnic 

that included, among others, little Paul House, a friend of his young son, 

Charlie Jr. Paul, as it turned out, had the German measles, and Charlie 

had been exposed. Before he was aware of it, Charlie inadvertently 

exposed the entire Apollo 13 prime crew to Rubella. Flight surgeon Dr. 

Charles Berry decided to conduct blood tests to check the prime crew’s 

immunity “just as a precaution.”  

The following week, the surgeon called Ken Mattingly aside. “We 

need to take your blood again. It doesn’t look like you’ve had the disease 

and built a natural immunity. Do you remember having it?” 

“I don’t know.”  

Mattingly called home. “Hey, Mom, did I have measles?” 

“I don’t think so,” she said.  

Mattingly then began a series of morning and evening blood tests. 

Mattingly’s backup, Jack Swigert, was found to be immune to the 

Rubella virus, so the surgeons decided to give Swigert training time in 

the simulator, just in case. The other astronauts speculated it was 

purely political. “It’s just for the public,” they assured Mattingly, “to 

show that they’ve really done everything.” 

Meanwhile, after a countdown demonstration test two weeks before 

launch, Mattingly received a call from Dave Brooks in flight crew support. 

There was a problem draining one of the two oxygen tanks. As a matter of 

procedure, the tanks were emptied to about half full and refilled with 

liquid oxygen prior to the flight. Oxygen Tank 1 behaved as it should, but 

Oxygen Tank 2 dropped to only 92 percent of capacity. The tank had 

previously been installed in the service module of Apollo 10, but had 

been swapped out and cycled to Apollo 13. After several unsuccessful 

attempts to de-tank more oxygen, engineers decided on another 

approach, and Dave Brooks was now calling to clear the procedure with 

Mattingly. Even though the regular drain system wasn’t working 

properly, he told Ken, they could use the electrical heater in the tank to 

boil out the excess oxygen.  

“How do you know that you’re not doing damage?” Mattingly 

asked. Brooks explained that this procedure had been used before on 

another tank and the temperature gauge and protective circuits would 

prevent a problem—it was no big deal. Ken passed the information 

along to Haise and Lovell. The response was a unanimous “yes.” The 

launch was less than two weeks away, the spacecraft was already on 
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the launch pad, and Brooks’ recommended procedure would keep them 

on schedule.  

Meanwhile, another problem was going undetected inside Oxygen 

Tank 2. In 1965 NASA had approved a design modification to change 

the spacecraft’s 28-volt tank heater thermostat protection to match the 

65-volt system at Kennedy Space Center. The tank manufacturer, Beech-

craft, neglected to convey the change to its sub-contractor, and the thermo-

stat in the cryogenic (cryo) oxygen tanks were never upgraded to operate 

above 28 volts. To complicate matters, the temperature gauge on the 

ground test console could only record a tank temperature up to 80 

degrees Fahrenheit, since under normal conditions the temperature 

would never exceed that.  

The support team now began the 8-hour boiling process. A tech-

nician monitoring the boil-off was told not to allow the tank temperature 

to rise above 80 degrees. The heaters were then connected directly to the 

65-volt ground-power supply. As the electrical surge ran through the 

tanks, the thermostat fused shut, setting off an intractable chain of 

events. Now, instead of tripping open when the temperature reached 80 

degrees, the heaters kept running as temperature inside the tank soared 

to an estimated 1000 degrees. As the temperature rose, the Teflon 

insulation around the wire of the tank fans used to do the oxygen-

hydrogen stir cracked. A later attempt to de-tank showed Oxygen Tank 

2 still failing to empty, and the heaters were once again left on for 

hours. Unaware of the problem, engineers proceeded once again with de-

tanking, and ultimately Oxygen Tank 2, number 10024X-TA0009—the 

tank that had been dropped and reassigned from Apollo 10—was cleared 

for launch. The cracked wiring lay dormant in the cold liquid oxygen in 

the Apollo 13 service module as the rocket was prepared for the 250,000-

mile ride to the moon.  

 

In Houston, Mattingly’s measles dilemma dragged on. Sensing his un-

easiness, Deke Slayton advised, “Go down and fly. You know, get rid of 

your frustrations.” 

So two days before launch, Mattingly drove to nearby Patrick Air 

Force Base outside the Cape and hopped into a T-38 and flew. Sure 

enough, he felt better. On the drive back to the Cape, he turned on the 

radio just in time to hear an announcement that NASA had substituted 

Jack Swigert for Ken Mattingly on Apollo 13.  
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He pulled over to the side of the road. “If this is a practical joke,” he 

thought, “it’s really well done. But I don’t think this is a joke.”  

Lovell and Haise were quickly called into a meeting with Deke 

Slayton and NASA Administrator Thomas Paine.  

It was a sad, awkward moment. “Lovell argued to just take Ken and 

go,” said Haise. “The incubation period was such that we’d have been 

done with the lunar activity and rendezvous and might have been in 

lunar orbit before Ken came down with the measles.”  

But the doctor told them it would be a month before Mattingly 

manifested the disease. They simply couldn’t take the chance. Lovell 

and Haise didn’t like the decision any better than Mattingly, but they 

were caught in a dilemma. A one-month delay meant draining the rocket 

booster tanks—hauling the whole stack back, cutting the lines, and re-

welding them. The decision was made to substitute Mattingly’s backup, 

Swigert, and press on.  

But Swigert had spent most of the preceding thirty days not 

training, but playing social secretary for the prime crew. With less 

than 72 hours before launch, Swigert was assigned to Mattingly’s center 

seat position. In order to work him into the team as quickly as possible, 

the three astronauts engaged in an intensive simulation of all flight 

maneuvers to ensure unquestioned teamwork. The mission plaque 

mounted on the lunar lander was hastily overlaid with a plaque bearing 

Swigert’s name. The decision came so quickly that Swigert had no time 

to even invite family and friends to the launch.  

When Mattingly returned to the launch facility, nobody knew what 

to say. He packed up and flew back to Houston. Deke phoned ahead to 

alert Flight Director Gene Kranz that—after five years of waiting and 

nearly a year of intensive training—Mattingly would be watching the 

Apollo 13 launch from a seat in Mission Control.  

“I remember sitting on the steps next to the CapCom console,” Matting-

ly said, “feeling like a fifth wheel, feeling very down, very sorry for myself.”  

Lovell and Haise were somber during the traditional walk-and-wave 

to the courier van on their way to the launch tower. “I was not very 

excited,” said Haise. “I was flat because of the change-up in the mission. 

It really cut the legs off our attitudes emotionally. Wanting to go but 

half not wanting to go because we had to leave him behind.”  

While Lovell and Haise were confident of Swigert’s ability as a 

command module pilot, he was not the one they had trained with for the 

past year, he was not the one whose mind they could almost read, and 

more importantly, he was not Ken Mattingly.  
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As they boarded the Saturn rocket, Lovell and Haise were just days 

away from joining one of history’s most exclusive clubs.  

 

On the morning of April 11, 1970, the mood in the Mission Control room 

was one of quiet confidence. The first leg of the Apollo 13 flight went 

fairly smoothly with the exception of a slight administrative detail. In 

the rush to substitute for Mattingly, Swigert had forgotten to file his 

Federal Income Tax return. The sudden realization on board Apollo 13 

threw the usually cool Swigert into a mild panic. 

“How do I apply for an extension?” he asked Houston. Amid laughter 

from Mission Control, he explained, “Things kinda happened real fast 

down there and I need an extension. I’m really serious. Would you . . .” 

In Mission Control the CapCom was unsympathetic: “You’re 

breaking up the room down here.”  

Swigert continued, “. . . turn it in?” 

Flight Director Glynn Lunney passed the word up that American 

citizens out of the country get a 60-day extension on filing. “I assume 

that applies,” he said.  

Thirty-one hours into the flight, the crew executed a course change 

to target the rocky part of the moon called Frau Mauro. The crew would 

need to reset the computer to adjust the course before it rounded the 

moon, due in a few hours. With this change they gave up the free-return 

trajectory which would automatically swing them around the moon and 

back to earth if all systems failed. If something went wrong now, getting 

home would require another course adjustment and a second rocket 

burn to re-set the course for earth. Otherwise they could drift forever in 

the void of space.  

The mission had been so routine to this point that there had been 

little to break communications silence, and conversation had been 

reduced to mindless chatter. Astronaut Jack Lousma was on CapCom. 
 
 

Lovell:  We’re all going to bed now, Jack, after we play the last 

rendition of “With Our Eyes on the Stars . . .” [tape recorder 

music] 

CapCom:  Sounds like all the comforts of home. Have you guys got a 

flower on your breakfast table? 

Lovell:  Yes, Jack.  
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At 7:13 p.m. on April 13, White Team Flight Director Gene Kranz was 

concluding third shift operations and Glynn Lunney’s Black Team was 

already on the floor preparing for the transition.  

Kranz, referred to as “Flight,” sat in the upper tier of consoles at the 

flight director’s desk wearing yet another white brocade vest Marta had 

made. Kranz, a devout Catholic, was ever mindful of the risks inherent 

in spaceflight. “I find a way to get to church and pray for wise judgment, 

and pray also for my team and the crew,” he said. “Our pastor, Father 

Eugene Cargill, knows the risks and the difficulties of our work and the 

need for extra guidance.”  

Directly below Kranz’s desk in the windowless room were two tiers 

of flight controllers seated in front of consoles, each with dual real-time 

displays of systems flight data transmitted directly from the spacecraft. 

The console display units had rack-mounted drawers that could be 

pulled out by handles on either side of the display for servicing. At times 

of stress, a flight controller would find his hands firmly attached to 

these handles, which came to be known as “security” handles.  

At the back of the room in a glassed-in gallery overlooking the 

control room, NASA managers, news media, and members of the astro-

naut families watched a live television transmission of the flight on a 10’ 

x 10’ rear projection screen mounted at the front of the room.  

Up to twenty-five flight controllers reported directly to the Flight 

Director. Sy Liebergot, a bespectacled 34-year old, was seated below 

Kranz in the second tier of controllers, his console table littered with a 

tobacco pouch, tamping tools, and a glass ashtray that held a pipe and 

ashes. Liebergot was EECOM for the mission, the flight controller in 

charge of electrical, environmental and consumables systems for the 

spacecraft. His two sage-green consoles flashed a series of 200 individual 

parameters, each updated once per second directly from instruments 

onboard Apollo 13. Parameters that varied outside of a given range 

would be highlighted. To Liebergot’s left sat Jack Lousma at the CapCom 

console. Lousma was winding down his shift and Joe Kerwin was 

standing by to take over as the Black Team CapCom.  

In the first tier of consoles directly at floor level, the darkest and 

lowest, sat a small group of flight controllers informally referred to as 

the “Trench”—the engineers in charge of spacecraft trajectory. Among 

them was Jerry Bostick, the flight dynamics officer. Bostick, an affable 

guy with a distinct southern drawl, was in charge of spacecraft trajec-

tory, guidance, and software operations. This was his eighteenth 
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mission and he knew the process well. The Trench was a tight, cult-like 

team with its own monogrammed matchbook covers and business cards.  

The Mission Control room was not a pleasant environment in which 

to work. In the early Seventies, smoking was acceptable and the atmos-

phere was often pungent with smoke. Cigarettes, pipes, and burning 

cigars lay in cheap amber ashtrays in front of consoles. During 

especially tedious shifts, cigarette butts piled up in huge mounds.  

Sy Liebergot wasn’t alone in monitoring and tending to Odyssey’s 

electronic and life support systems. He was in voice contact with three 

other controllers in a staff support room across the hall who had access 

to even more detail on their consoles than he did. On one occasion 

during the Apollo 10 mission, Liebergot had stumbled across an unused 

voice loop that he dubbed “Bluebird” and began using as a private line to 

ask “dumb questions” of his backroom support team. It was no secret 

that the ground engineers in charge of monitoring the spacecraft’s vital 

systems knew more about the status of the flight than the astronauts 

who flew it. 

For his part, Liebergot was no stranger to Apollo launches. Nor was 

he a stranger to the harsher side of life. He’d survived his mother’s 

knife-wielding rants that sent him diving under his bed at the age of six 

and the harsh hand of his father who had driven his mother past the 

brink of insanity. Brutal beatings with the buckle-end of his father’s 

belt left an indelible mark on Liebergot’s psyche. His father, a chronic 

gambler, was constantly on the run from the mob, moving the family 

from city to city so much that Sy was enrolled in the first grade in three 

different schools.  

“At some point I realized that I no longer cried,” he said.  

His childhood experiences left him with a certain degree of emotional 

callousness that would serve him well in the hours ahead.  

 

 

It wasn’t unusual to find astronauts gathered behind the CapCom console 

and surrounding desks during a launch. But for this particular flight, Mis-

sion Control was unusually empty other than a handful of news people 

and relatives in the viewing area. The flight had been uneventful and 

flight controllers were anxious to log off and cue their consoles to the 

Houston Astros baseball game. The Astros had beaten the Atlanta Braves 

the night before and controllers were eager to catch the next game. 

A handful of astronauts wandered in and out of the room during the 

day, including Edgar Mitchell, who was there to observe the flight he 
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himself had originally been assigned to fly. Charlie Duke was there, as 

well. Things were going rather predictably and a break with Liebergot 

at the Singin’ Wheel, a nearby roadside bar, was coming up on Duke’s 

list of things to do.  

But 200,000 miles from earth, trouble lurked. Ten feet below the crew 

was the cylindrical service module housing the oxygen tanks and fuel cells 

that provided life support to the ship. Inside the service module, Oxygen 

Tank 2 lay crippled. Unaware of the problem, the crew reconfigured their 

spacecraft for the journey to the moon. They turned Odyssey around, 

docked it nose-to-nose with the lunar module, then positioned the space-

craft to head for the moon. The crew could now open the adjoining hatch 

and move between the command and lunar modules through a short tunnel.  

From this point forward, the timing of events moved quickly.  

 

 

Monday evening, April 13, 1970: Televised broadcast to earth  

At 9:00 p.m. Houston time, the Apollo 13 crew was finishing up a 

television broadcast aboard the ship. Before terminating the telecast, 

Lovell and Haise floated through the tunnel full of confidence, demon-

strating the connection between the command and lunar modules. 

 

Lovell:  And now Fred’s engaged in his favorite pastime. 

CapCom:  He’s not in the food locker is he? 

Lovell:  That’s his second favorite pastime. He’s rigging his hammock 

for a sleep on the lunar surface and he’s going to try it out to 

see what it’s going to be like. 

CapCom:  Roger, sleeping and then eating. 

 

 

Things were going so well that the crew was asked to cut their TV 

broadcast short. Lovell closed it, saying: “This is the crew of Apollo 13 

wishing everybody there a nice evening.”  

Still in the lunar module, Haise prepared another of his prank re-

pressurization checks.  

 

[bang] 

Lovell:  . . . Stand by, one.  
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Haise:  Yeah, I got them with the cabin repress valve again there, 

Jack.  

Lovell:  Every time he does that our hearts jump in our mouths. And 

Jack, anytime you want to terminate TV we’re all set to go.  

CapCom:  Okay, Jim. It’s been a real good TV show . . . .  

 

Unknown to the astronauts, the TV broadcast had been pre-empted 

on most major networks with routine programming. The moon missions 

had become so predictable, the world was no longer watching.  

“The spacecraft is in real good shape as far as we are concerned,” 

Lousma radioed. “We’re bored to tears down here.”  

It would be the last time anyone mentioned boredom.  

 

 

Apollo 13 was four-fifths of the way to the moon, and after 55 hours and 

50 minutes of flight, the cracked wires of Oxygen Tank 2 were now exposed.  

Six minutes after the TV broadcast, Liebergot had one last engineer-

ing housekeeping task for the crew. He asked Lousma to relay a request 

for the crew to initiate a routine extra stir of the cryogenic oxygen tanks 

by activating the tiny fans in each tank. Liebergot had less than an hour 

left on the third shift and wanted to leave a clean slate for his relief 

EECOM, Clint Burton. Lousma voiced up the request.  

“Thirteen, we’ve got one more item for you when you get a chance. 

We’d like for you to stir your cryo tanks . . . .” 

“OK,” Swigert replied, “stand by.”  

He threw four switches. 

As the electrical current charged through the fans inside the tank, 

the bare wires shorted and the surrounding Teflon fueled a raging fire, 

exploding Oxygen Tank 2 with the force of seven pounds of TNT—

enough force to blow up a 3000 square foot house. 

The spaceship shuddered.  

Liebergot’s console display flickered.  

Seconds later came a disturbing message from Apollo 13.  

“Okay, Houston, we’ve had a problem here,” radioed Swigert.  

“This is Houston,” replied Lousma. “Say again, please?” 

Lovell was still in the tunnel between Aquarius and Odyssey, 

clutching a camera and making his way among the wires. Sliding into 

the seat next to Swigert, he saw what Swigert saw. The instrument 

panel was ignited in a blaze of flashing yellow warning lights. Alarms 
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were sounding and voltage levels of the main power supplies were 

dropping rapidly. Lovell shot a look at Haise and could tell it wasn’t 

another one of Freddo’s tricks.  

“Houston, we’ve had a problem,” Lovell confirmed.  

Across the hall in Mission Control, an alarming array of data 

flashed across Larry Sheaks’ console. Sheaks was a backroom life 

support specialist for Liebergot and what he saw was disturbing.  

“We’ve got more than a problem,” he fired back.  

Liebergot leaned forward in his chair to get a better look at the 

numbers; nothing much happened for sixteen seconds. He couldn’t make 

sense of it.  

“When I looked at the screens, the data told me I had lost two fuel 

cells, I had lost Oxygen Tank 2, and I was losing Oxygen Tank 1. I’m 

looking at not a single failure, not a double failure, not a triple failure, 

but I’m looking at a quadruple failure. There’s no possible way that 

could happen in the spacecraft the way it was designed!”  

Liebergot was convinced that if that much of the spacecraft had 

been lost, the crew would already be dead. Thus, he concluded it was an 

instrumentation problem, similar to that incurred during the Apollo 12 

lightning incident—no real damage to the ship. Although the brunt of 

the problem fell on Liebergot as EECOM, other flight controllers were 

having trouble too. Flight controllers in the Trench scrambled for more 

stats. Five long minutes passed.  

Then, looking out the hatch in Odyssey, Lovell saw something that 

made his stomach turn—the sheen of a clear piped gaseous stream. “It 

looks to me . . . that we are venting something into space,” he reported.  

A momentary hush fell over flight controllers as the new 

information sank in. They had all the symptoms of a total power failure. 

If power was completely lost, they knew the ship could rely on a battery 

backup which would last for about ten hours.  

Liebergot reached for the console grips.  

“I have never felt so alone in all my life . . . . I didn’t have the answers. 

And I’m sitting here . . . and I felt alone.”  

 

 

During the mission, the only way for Ken Mattingly to monitor activities 

in the spacecraft was to watch the TV broadcast from the glassed-in 

viewing area at the back of Mission Control. Seating was available for 

seventy-four VIP visitors who, no matter their background, had only 

“observer” status. Fred Haise’s wife, Mary, then seven months pregnant, 
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was seated next to Marilyn Lovell. Among those in the small crowd was 

NASA Assistant Administrator George Abbey.  

The TV broadcast had just ended when Abbey put his hand on 

Mattingly’s shoulder. “You look like you need a drink.” 

“You got that right,” said Mattingly. 

“Let me get my briefcase and we’ll go over to the Singin’ Wheel,” 

Abbey said. 

He never came back. The news from Apollo 13 had just come in.  

Mattingly headed down to the CapCom desk.  

“What did he say?” Mattingly asked. 

“I don’t know,” Lousma answered, “something about he’s got a 

problem and we’ve got this telemetry data that’s all messed up.”  

Next to Lousma, Mattingly could see Sy Liebergot’s desk. The 

situation had fallen squarely in his lap and all the mess was on his 

console. As Liebergot tried to rationalize the data, panic rose as a gorge 

in his throat. One oxygen tank and two fuel cells were lost, the 

command module was dying, and his screen was hemorrhaging data.  

The voice loop came alive with the gibberish of flight controllers 

analyzing the problem. The shaky voice of a trainee flight controller 

could be heard in the background, “I don’t know where to start.”  

It was twenty minutes into the crisis when Liebergot accepted 

what his instruments had been telling him all along: the spacecraft 

was venting oxygen. The service module was running out of power and 

oxygen—the Odyssey was dying.  

“It was not an instrumentation problem but some kind of a monster 

systems failure that I couldn’t sort out . . . . I shoved the panic down and 

grabbed the security handles with both hands and hung on.”  

At that point, the future of the mission pivoted around a blithering 

amount of data and the gut feel of Sy Liebergot. He summoned a hard-

won strength, his voice growing firm on the communications loop as he 

broke the news to Kranz.  

“Flight, I’ve got a feeling we’ve lost two fuel cells . . . and it’s not an 

instrumentation problem.”  

The problem was indeed real. And time was running out.  

Without electrical power, the command module was dead. Without 

oxygen, the crew was dead. They were on the verge of losing everybody 

and everything.  
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Monday evening, April 13, 1970: Crisis in Mission Control  

The prognosis from the back room was dismal.  

“You’d better think about getting into the lunar module,” Liebergot 

told Kranz, his eyes never leaving the console display. It was now 45 

minutes since the explosion and Liebergot’s team estimated that at the 

oxygen supply’s current rate of decay, the last fuel cell would be drained 

in less than two hours. Even worse, there was only 15 minutes of 

battery life left in the command module.  

“That’s the end . . . right there,” Liebergot said.  

The only chance they had of saving the crew was to shut down the 

command module entirely to save what was left of the battery power 

needed for reentry.  

Kranz stared intently at the console, outwardly unmoved. “Okay, now 

let’s everybody keep cool . . . . Let’s solve the problem, but let’s not make 

it any worse by guessing.” 

Suggestions poured in from flight controllers, each focusing on a 

particular system but none focusing on the overall crisis. Kranz knew 

that one misguided decision at this critical point could cost the entire 

mission and the lives of three men. The situation warranted careful 

consideration of Chris Kraft’s well-known admonition: “If you don’t 

know what to do, don’t do anything.”  

 

When the phone rang in Marilyn Lovell’s house she was cordial. She had 

seen her husband’s television broadcast in Mission Control earlier in the 

day and knew everything was fine. She had no reason to expect any-

thing other than a neighborly call.  

“Marilyn, this is Jerry Hammock. I just want you to know that every 

country has offered to help in bringing the men in wherever they splash 

down.” Jerry was a member of the Apollo 13 recovery team and assumed 

Marilyn already knew.  

Marilyn was mystified. “Jerry, what are you talking about? Have 

you been drinking?” 

Caught off guard and a bit embarrassed, Jerry tried to make it 

simple until someone else could explain it to her. “They’re having prob-

lems with the fuel cell,” he said and got off the phone.  

More calls from NASA yielded the dismal reality. When Marilyn 

asked about the odds of saving the men, NASA officials were honest: 

About 1 in 10.  
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Pete Conrad and his wife Jane went directly to the Lovells’ house to 

be at Marilyn’s side. The Conrads and Lovells were close friends, and 

NASA made it a practice to have the wife of an astronaut on hand when 

they were about to have a brand-new widow.  
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“The entire world was brought to its knees in prayer. For one 

week there was only one problem in the world and that was in 

space. For one week the world knew where to go to find an 

answer to that problem—to God.” 

— Reverend John Stout 

Director, The Apollo Prayer League  

28 

The Whole World Prayed 

For the first time in NASA’s history there was confusion in the control 

room. Two days into the flight of Apollo 13, the mission changed from a 

routine flight into a race for survival.  

Glynn Lunney’s Black Team was standing by to relieve Gene 

Kranz’s White Team. Other astronauts poured in and the number of 

people on site doubled. The back room flight engineers, who could see 

more on their consoles than the main floor controllers, were equally 

confused. The situation was beyond their experience.  

The original Apollo 13 crew—Alan Shepard, Edgar Mitchell and 

Stuart Roosa—crowded around the Capcom console, along with Ken 

Mattingly, Deke Slayton, and a host of others.  

“Perhaps Stu, Al, and I prayed a little more fervently,” said Mitchell, 

“as we knew how very easily it could have been us up there in a mortally 

wounded machine.” 

In the hour after the explosion, amidst incessant chatter on the loop 

and overlapping conversations, one voice was heard calm and steady—

that of EECOM Sy Liebergot. As flight operations were transferred to 

the Black Team, his message to Clint Burton was blunt. They needed to 

shut down Odyssey and do it now. 

“Listen,” he told Burton, “we need to go through the whole fuel cell 

shutdown. Heaters, reactant valves, and the pumps. We’re in danger of 

losing all three fuel cells . . . when we lose those cells we’ve shut the bird 

down.” 
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With Lunney’s team taking over, Kranz gathered his shaken flight 

controllers together in the back room. 

“Okay, listen up,” he said. “When you leave this room, you must 

leave believing that the crew is coming home. I don’t give a damn about 

the odds, and I don’t give a damn that we’ve never done anything like 

this before. Flight control will never lose an American in space. You’ve 

got to believe, your people have got to believe, that this crew is coming 

home. Now let’s get going.”  

What the Apollo 13 crew needed was a life boat. Fortunately, their 

space craft was equipped with the ultimate redundant system, a second 

space craft—the lunar module. They had known they could use it as a 

lifeboat, but no one had ever done it. Even before Lunney’s team radioed 

up the order, Fred Haise on board the stricken Odyssey had come to the 

same conclusion—they needed to power up Aquarius.  

Lovell and Haise scrambled back through the tunnel into Aquarius. 

A module equipped for two men for two days would now have to 

sustain three men for four. Jack Swigert began furiously shutting 

down Odyssey. In fifteen minutes the command module would no longer 

support life. The lunar module would now have to do that. The problem 

was, the normal procedure for powering up the lunar module was 

complex and took almost two hours.  

Liebergot remembered when the Apollo 10 training simulation had 

failed during a nearly identical simulation and neither the crew nor the 

flight controllers had been able to save the ship. The crew had died, 

albeit virtually. But he knew Jim Hannigan’s Tiger Team had developed 

a lifeboat procedure for that failed simulation. Liebergot called his lunar 

module counterpart, Bob Heselmeyer, on the Bluebird loop. “Do you 

remember the lifeboat procedures that we developed on that sim?”  

As the lifeboat procedure was plucked from the shelf, flight control-

lers began furiously paring down the lunar module start-up procedure. 

Jack Lousma lopped off entire blocks of nonessential tasks. Haise was 

already in the lunar module initiating emergency power-up and flipping 

switches.  

Preserving Odyssey’s batteries for reentry became a religion. John 

Aaron, the flight controller who had solved the Apollo 12 instrumen-

tation dilemma, was called in to analyze the Apollo 13 power situation. 

What he saw was alarming. Amperage drains were bleeding precious 

power from virtually every circuit. Aaron’s assessment was ruthless. He 

didn’t want Odyssey powered down to only minimal systems. He wanted 
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it powered down—as in off. No guidance, no heaters, no telemetry 

needed by ground controllers to diagnose the problem. Nothing.  

Even at that, Aaron wasn’t sure there was enough battery power left 

in the command module for reentry even if they made it back. So Bill 

Peters, the lunar module power expert, undertook the task of preserving 

enough battery power in Aquarius to charge the jumper cables needed to 

power Odyssey for reentry.  

 

 

While Haise and Lovell powered up the lunar module systems, Swigert 

was powering down every conceivable circuit in the command module. 

Finally, he threw the last power switch and the command module went 

dark. He left, closing the hatch behind him.  

With the lunar module’s life support systems coming on line, the 

immediate threat of death was averted, and flight controllers now 

focused on getting the astronauts back to earth in one of two ways.  

The first option was to turn around immediately. Engineers in the 

Trench calculated that if the crew used Odyssey’s main engine and 

burned every last drop of fuel, they could turn the spaceship around and 

come directly back to earth. But this would require using the damaged 

service propulsion module, and there were serious doubts it would work.  

The second was to let the moon’s gravity pull Apollo 13 around the 

moon, accelerating the spacecraft and slinging it back to earth. But no 

one had ever anticipated lugging the lunar module along as part of the 

stack. And they certainly hadn’t anticipated a failure of the service 

module. If the astronauts couldn’t get home faster, they would run out of 

power and die. A NASA team calculated that the remaining life support 

for the astronauts and the electrical power necessary to operate the 

lunar module would last only twenty-four to thirty-six hours—and 

Apollo 13 was eighty-seven hours from home. Something had to give. 

Either the spacecraft had to return to earth faster, or a means had to be 

found to extend the life support systems before the crew was dead. If 

they did nothing, the spacecraft would slingshot around the moon, miss 

the earth, and end up in a permanent orbit around the sun.  

It was a critical call and Kranz’ team was split down the middle. 

John Aaron was in the midst of the fray, trying feverishly to conserve 

power in Odyssey for the final entry phase, assuming flight controllers 

could make the life support consumables last that long. Engineers 

huddled in a back room calculating and commiserating. “It was easy to 

jump to the conclusion that maybe this was impossible,” said Aaron.  
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Finally, Kranz made the decision: Apollo 13 was going around the 

moon. With this strategy, getting the crew back alive would depend on 

successfully circling the moon in a free-return trajectory, something they 

had given up. This meant they would need to pull off two key engine 

burns: the first to slingshot the spacecraft around the backside of the 

moon into a free-return trajectory for earth; the second, even more 

critical burn, to speed its return. The free return, however, would put 

the spaceship in a trajectory for splashdown in the Indian Ocean, and 

recovery forces had already been dispatched to the original splashdown 

site in the Pacific. But if they could pull off the first burn to get the space-

craft headed back to earth, they would worry about the splashdown later.  

Such burns were normally done using the spacecraft’s guidance 

system coordinates, but Aaron had earlier demanded that the guidance 

be turned off, along with everything else. Lunney and Kranz, however, 

had a proposition. They told Aaron that if he would leave the automatic 

guidance platform on for now, after the second burn, only fourteen hours 

away, the crew would be ordered to turn off everything in the lunar 

module and coast home in darkness and cold. “There was never any 

question in my mind,” Lunney recalled. “I would have fought to the 

death to prevent anyone from trying to turn that guidance platform 

down.” 

With pressure from Kranz and Lunney, Aaron acquiesced. But even 

with the guidance system left on, the burn posed a problem, because the 

lunar module and command module were docked nose to nose. For 

navigation purposes, the center of gravity was drastically off. And the 

lunar module descent engine was not designed to do a burn while 

docked to the command module. Instead of navigating only the lunar 

module, the crew would be navigating an entire stack of three linked 

modules 60 feet long. Mission Control’s IBM real-time computer complex 

had no program to compute such a burn, and they had only one hour to 

come up with an answer. A normal Apollo mission to the moon took 

roughly 250 billion computations. But this was far from normal. To 

spearhead the earth-return maneuvers for Apollo 13, they would need to 

work overtime. In theory, basic motions in space are simple, but only 

when an imaginary planet and an imaginary spacecraft are involved. In 

practice they are far from simple.  

While IBM worked nonstop to compute the first burn, Ron Berry, 

NASA chief of Lunar Mission Analysis, worked feverishly developing a 

program of his own using off-line computers in an auxiliary computing 

room. The answers from the two computers were similar, though not 
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the same. But they could now at least make a reasonable assumption 

about the burn equation. Ultimately, the Trench chose Berry’s off-line 

formulae.  

 

 

By this time, Odyssey had been completely shut down and ground 

controllers in Houston were faced with another formidable task. New 

procedures for start-up of the command module had to be written and 

tested in the simulator before being radioed up to the crew. A job that 

would normally take three months would need to be developed in three 

days. NAA engineers in Downey ran emergency procedure calculations 

through computers. A team of thirty engineers at the MIT instrument-

tation lab where the Apollo guidance system was designed worked 

through the night. Ten phone lines were kept open between Mission 

Control and the seventy lunar module experts at the Grumman facility 

in Beth Page. 

Ken Mattingly worked furiously with John Aaron devising proce-

dures to power up the command module and handing them off to 

astronauts for testing in the flight simulators. While Mattingly was 

busy firing up the command module simulator in Building 5, Edgar 

Mitchell was climbing into the lunar module simulator. Mattingly’s job 

was to test procedures in the command module; Mitchell’s was to test 

every feasible maneuver for executing a manual burn from the lunar 

module in case the automated guidance system failed. Their buddy, 

Haise, some 250,000 miles away on Apollo 13, was prepared to do 

anything to save the mission.  

Haise, Mattingly, and Mitchell had wanted to fly a mission together, 

and they were about to get their chance under the most formidable of 

circumstances.  

 

 

Tuesday morning, April 14: Approaching the moon  

Before firing the rocket for the first burn to set the course on a free-

return trajectory for earth, the spacecraft had to be pointed in exactly 

the right direction. To do this, the crew first needed to align the guid-

ance system using the proper coordinates. With instructions from 

Mission Control, Charlie Duke on Capcom told Lovell to align the cross-

hairs of a sextant in the window so they were just grazing the horns of 

the crescent earth.  

Lovell attempted to sight the unwieldy spacecraft. 
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“When I pitched out, it went into some wild gyration because    

the center of gravity had moved way out,” he said later. “It was     

doing something you had never seen before, something you had to 

correlate in your brain . . . . I had to essentially learn how to fly all 

over again.”  

Even as Lovell struggled to aim the ship, Mission Control radioed 

instructions for the burn, the first of its kind ever attempted in space.  

“Okay, Aquarius, are you ready to copy?” 

“That’s affirm,” Lovell replied. 

“Okay, here we go. . .”  

But Lovell had serious concerns. Ground controllers wanted to begin 

the burn in thirty-seven minutes; and at the rate they were going, their 

course would take them within sixty miles of the lunar surface. If they 

made a mistake or burned in the wrong direction, they could plow into 

the moon. Lovell asked for and received an extra hour to enter the data 

and prepare the ship. 

“Don’t worry,” said Houston. “The ocean will be there.” 

 

 

Tuesday morning, April 14: First burn to restore free-return trajectory 

At 2:43 Tuesday morning, nearly six hours after the accident, Apollo 13 

took the first step on its long homeward journey.  

Lovell was now ready.  

“Five seconds before the burn there’s a little indication on the com-

puter that says, ‘Do you really want to make this burn?’ The computer is 

asking if we know what we’re doing. I hit the proceed button to say, 

‘Okay, computer, you’ve got it.’” The engine turned on. The seconds 

ticked down to zero and the engine turned off.  

The burn was perfect.  

Though still moving away from earth, Apollo 13 was now on a course 

for home. But life support resources were dwindling, and at present 

speed the astronauts would run out of power and water before they 

made it back. On top of this was the cold. With little power in the lunar 

module and no heaters to maintain cabin temperatures, the tem-

perature in Aquarius was plunging to near freezing. Of the three, 

Swigert was the most worried. He stood in the window watching the 

earth recede behind them, wondering if he would ever return.  

Mission Control now prepared for the second, bigger burn after the 

swing around the moon. This burn would shave twenty-four hours off 

the trip and move the landing location back to the Pacific Ocean where 
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recovery forces had been deployed. But flight controllers worried that 

even this might not be quick enough.  

In Building 5, Mitchell and Mattingly worked tirelessly in the 

simulators, going through power-up options, trying new things, failing, 

and starting again. Other astronauts were called in to test the proce-

dures. Meanwhile, Ron Berry and the Trench computed trajectory run 

after trajectory run, slightly changing the parameters each time.  

“We must have made close to 1000 computer runs manually in a 

couple of hours,” said Berry. “Most of the trajectory team folks went the 

first thirty-six hours without sleeping. We were starting to get a little 

blurry in our thinking. I did fall back on my faith at that time, searching 

for strength and the ability to think clearly. I saw other people in the 

control center doing the same thing.”  

Tuesday at 7:21 p.m., the spacecraft slipped behind the moon and 

lost contact with earth. Haise and Swigert, who had never been so close 

to the moon, snapped photos like a couple of tourists. For Jim Lovell, 

one glimpse of the moon was especially memorable: “As we whipped 

around, one of the last things that I saw sitting there was this little 

triangular mountain, Mount Marilyn.”  

Joe Kerwin succeeded Jack Lousma at 7:30 a.m. and a weary Jim 

Lovell checked in: “Joe, I’m afraid this is going to be the last moon 

mission for a long time.”  

It was a message Mission Control did not want to hear—certainly 

not on an open mike.  

 

Back at the White House, President Nixon’s speechwriters hurriedly 

drafted a public statement titled: “Apollo 13 Contingency Statement in 

Case of Failure.” The President would make the loss of three brave 

astronauts as palatable as possible to the public: 

 

In this tragic moment, the nation’s first thoughts are with 

the Apollo 13 astronauts and their families. All of us must 

hope that the memory of the astronauts’ own courage, so 

abundantly displayed, will now help sustain their loved ones. 

These men were three of America’s best. They dared greatly. 

They died bravely. The world will long remember the searing 

human drama of Apollo 13 – and also the calm, the self-

control, the quiet heroism, displayed by the men aboard it . . .  
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As news of the Apollo 13 explosion circled the globe, people every-

where stopped to consider the fate of three men drifting slowly away 

from earth, perhaps never to return. From his red phone in the press 

room, Reverend Stout relayed news of Apollo 13’s crisis. Around the 

world, members of the APL responded with prayer.  

“Never in the history of the world have so many people prayed so 

fervently at the same time,” said Reverend Stout. “During the flight, the 

news was live by radio and television to more than 80,000,000 people 

overseas. Our words were translated into several foreign languages and 

rebroadcast through the Voice of America and several foreign commer-

cial networks. It was a trying time for all of us.”  

 

 

Tuesday, April 14: Second burn to speed return to earth 

Because the lunar module had no computing capability or means of 

automated transmission, Houston made the calculations for the second 

burn and radioed detailed instructions back to the crew, who copied 

them exactly before losing radio contact behind the moon. At 7:40 p.m., 

twenty-two hours after the accident, Apollo 13, wounded and battered, 

emerged from around the moon headed for the long journey home. The 

second bigger burn to speed its return was just an hour away.  

At 8:40 a.m. the crew executed a powerful four-and-a-half-minute 

burn and ticked off the countdown to engine start. The second burn, 

executed perfectly, was the last to be accomplished with the aid of the 

computer guidance system. In accordance with Kranz’s and Lunney’s 

agreement, the lunar module was then powered down. The only thing 

left on was the radio and a light bulb. The lunar module was now 

running on less power than a vacuum cleaner, the command module had 

dropped below freezing, and the only heaters on board Aquarius were 

three bodies.  

 

In the Lovell house in Seabrook, Texas, NASA officials, friends, astro-

nauts, and wives filled the living room. In search of a quiet spot, 

Marilyn went into the bedroom, then the bathroom, where she locked 

the door and fell on her knees in prayer. Her daughter remembers her 

mother’s tribulation.  

“She was very nervous, very upset, probably never did stop smoking, 

didn’t sleep . . . she didn’t want to tell me what was going on, she didn’t 



The Apostles of Apollo 

 

227 

want to address it, because she didn’t want to believe it herself.”  

Reverend Stout and Thomas Paine arrived to console Marilyn. But 

to Stout’s surprise, Marilyn turned to console him.  

“Somehow,” he recalled, “she sensed our concern about her husband 

and tried to put us at ease by saying, ‘It’s too bad that Jim was not able 

to leave the Bible on the moon.’ At the time, the Bible seemed the most 

unimportant thing in the world to me. The most important thing in the 

world was prayer. And the whole world prayed as they approached 

earth.” 

An estimated one-third of the world was now following the fate of 

Apollo 13. It would take the skill of NASA engineers, the fortitude of three 

astronauts, and the grace of God to bring the astronauts home alive.  

 



  

 

228 

 

“The miracle of the Apollo 13 story was not in one person rising 

to the occasion, but in hundreds and thousands working at peak 

performance to do the impossible.”  

— Ken Mattingly, Command Module Pilot, Apollo 16 

29 

Splashdown: The Grace of God 

When Kranz returned, Mattingly, Aaron, and the group were gathered 

in a room near Mission Control. The controllers were subdued but 

shaken. They had contained the crisis, but the crew was still in extreme 

danger. Kranz feared they would lose their nerve. No one would ever 

forget what happened next.  

“It was a question of convincing the people that we were smart 

enough, sharp enough, fast enough—that as a team we could take an 

impossible situation and recover from it,” said Kranz. His message to 

the group was simple: “This crew is coming home. You have to believe it. 

Your people have to believe it. And we must make it happen.”  

Mission Control calculated it would take Apollo 13 sixty-five hours 

to fly the 240,000 miles between the moon and the earth if the astro-

nauts followed strict guidelines. But tracking data indicated they were 

significantly off course. There was only a two-degree margin for error in 

the narrow entry corridor above the earth’s horizon, and the Trench had 

only hours to calculate the course correction that would get them into 

the corridor.  

With trepidation, the biggest midcourse correction ever attempted 

by a returning Apollo lunar mission was scheduled. With the guidance 

computer shut down, the astronauts’ skills would be dramatically 

tested. If the correction was too shallow, they would skip across the 

atmosphere and back into space, like a pebble skimming across a lake. 

Too steep and they would burn up on reentry.  
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“We didn’t want it orbiting the sun,” said Jerry Bostick. “But we 

sure didn’t want it landing in Texas.”  

 

 

Wednesday night, April 15: Mid-course correction  

The mid-course correction was dicey. The crew would need to keep the 

earth centered in the lunar module window—visually. To compound the 

risk, they couldn’t afford to power up the guidance platform again and 

use the remaining battery power. The spacecraft alignment would 

normally have been done with star sightings, but debris from the ex-

ploded tank surrounded the spacecraft, shining so brightly the crew 

couldn’t see the stars. In ten minutes following the explosion it had 

expanded to thirty miles in diameter.  

Flight controllers instructed the crew to sight using the cusp of the 

sun’s disc, which would be accurate within two degrees. The crew was 

allotted fourteen seconds from the moment of burn ignition to sight and 

lock in. The spacecraft would need to be pointed in the right direction by 

using a portion of the surface of the earth as a reference. The manual 

burn would take all three men. Lovell laid out the plan. Over on the side 

were two buttons. One said “Start,” the other “Stop.” These buttons 

would directly connect the battery to the lunar module descent engine to 

power the burn.  

“Jack, you’re going to tell us exactly when to start the burn,” Lovell 

said, “and you’ll time it with your wristwatch. Fred, you have a backup 

attitude controller, I have a primary. I know that when that engine goes 

on, I will never be able to keep the earth in the window by myself, 

because there are three attitude controllers with pitch and roll and yaw. 

You take your attitude controller and keep the earth from going back 

and forth too much. I’ll take my attitude controller and keep the earth 

from going up and down too much.”  

With no seats in the lunar module, the three stood like captains at 

the helm of a ship. At 10:31 p.m. they were ready. 

Swigert said “Start.” Lovell hit the start button, and the engine 

kicked in. The earth was in their field of view.  

“Okay,” said Lovell, “We got it. I think we got it.” 

“Yes,” said Haise. “It’s coming back in . . . . Just a second.”  

The spacecraft had shifted out of position. 

“Yes, yaw’s coming back in. Just about in.” 

“Yaw is in . . .”  

At that point Lovell struggled to hold the spacecraft steady. It kept 
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slipping out of alignment, and he and Haise were juggling the earth up 

and down and sideways.  

“What have you got?” 

“Upper right corner of the sun . . .” 

“We’ve got it!” 

Fourteen seconds after they started, Swigert barked, “Stop.”  

Lovell hit the stop button. And they waited. Back at Mission 

Control, flight controllers broke into cheers and pounded their fists. The 

crew had a good alignment. There was a chance they would bring them 

home alive.  

 

 

But their troubles weren’t over. Earlier on Tuesday, Mission Control 

recognized another problem. The crew was creating deadly carbon 

dioxide in the two-man Aquarius, just by breathing. Normally, oxygen-

scrubbing canisters were used to cleanse the air, but they were running 

out of canisters and the square backups from the command module were 

useless since they didn’t fit the round openings in the lunar module. The 

crew was slowly suffocating.  

Ed Smylie, an engineer in the crew systems division, had been at 

home watching television when he learned of the explosion. Within 

minutes he was at the space center, where he and other engineers found 

a solution to retrofit the square canisters. A makeshift canister would be 

made of three feet of duct tape, a plastic bag, one of the astronaut’s plastic 

checklist cards, and a sock. After constructing and testing the make-shift 

device themselves, they radioed instructions. It took the Apollo 13 crew 

a tense two hours to find and assemble the pieces. The final product 

resembled a rural mailbox. But it worked. “One thing a Southern boy 

will never say,” Smylie said, “is ‘I don’t think duct tape will fix it.’”  

For the next twenty-four hours the crew endured more cold and dis-

comfort. Temperatures in Aquarius dropped to 38 degrees Fahrenheit. 

The cabin walls were perspiring and the windows were partly frosted 

over. Lovell and Haise pulled on three sets of underwear and their lunar 

boots; Swigert stood in his flight boots in wet socks. The shortage of 

water had led the men to drink less and less, to the point of dehydration. 

To add to the unsavory cabin conditions, they were no longer allowed to 

dispense urine overboard, since the small “rockets” it created might 

alter their trajectory. Fred Haise developed a bladder infection.  

“Finally it dawned on me how sick he was,” said Lovell. “And I 

ended up putting my body around him—I wrapped it around him to 

keep him warm, because he was visibly shaking with the chills.”  
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Earlier, Haise had been rummaging through one of the storage 

areas and stumbled onto a little package from his wife—pictures meant 

to be found and opened when he was on the lunar surface. “So there was 

the feeling that I hope someday I’d get to see them again,” he said.  

 

Back on earth, plans of a political nature were underway. President 

Nixon’s assistant, Dwight Chapin, shared with the President’s chief of 

staff a discussion he had with Frank Borman “concerning a contingency 

plan for Apollo 13 in case of disaster.” Should the crew of Apollo 13 

perish in space, President Nixon would “proceed to the homes of Lovell 

and then Haise to pay his personal sympathy and that of the country to 

the families, and then to Swigert’s parents.” After this he would head 

directly to the airport and fly back to Washington. “In terms of 

presenting the Medal of Freedom posthumously to the Astronauts,” the 

memorandum read, “it is felt that this should be done at a later time in 

the Oval Office.”  

Even the President was hedging his bets. And for good reason. 

Another problem was brewing in the Pacific. Tropical storm Helen was 

strengthening near the Apollo 13 splashdown area. 

 

 

Thursday, April 16: The world is watching 

By now, millions of people around the world were following the drama 

on radio and television in public squares, private homes, schools, offices, 

and factories. Pope Paul VI announced to an audience of ten thousand at 

St. Peter’s Basilica, “We cannot forget at this moment the lot of the 

astronauts of Apollo 13. We hope that at last their lives can be saved.”  

From Jerusalem’s Wailing Wall to the floor of the Chicago Board of 

Trade, people prayed. Newspapers published pictures of the world with 

hands reaching out for the astronauts or clasped in prayer.  

Reverend Stout had watched everything leading up to this moment.  

 

Fragile man has broken the barriers of gravity and for the 

first time another celestial body other than this earth has 

been touched. On our TV screens, we were with our present 

day pilgrims as man first left his foot-prints upon the surface 

of the moon. We were with them again when the Apollo 12 

crew romped around like happy children, leaping in and out 

of craters. But more than ever, we and the entire world were 
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with them on our knees as the Apollo 13 crew guided their 

crippled craft back home.  

 

On Tuesday, April 14, Congress adopted a resolution urging all busi-

nesses and communications media to pause news coverage at 9 p.m. 

local time, to “permit persons to join in prayer for the safety of the 

astronauts.” An internal memo was routed to White House Chief of Staff 

H. R. Haldeman outlining the political sensitivities:  

 

We have received a number of telephone calls from 

Members of Congress urging the President to go on television 

this evening to urge all Americans to pray for the safe return 

of the Apollo 13 astronauts . . . . Congressman Jerry Ford has 

pointed to the Congressional Resolution just passed by both 

Houses calling on all Americans to pray for the astronauts at 

9:00 p.m. this evening. Jerry feels quite keenly that it will be 

most desirable for the President to take to the air to plead for 

divine intercession. 

 

Church and prayer groups around the world responded, ballgames 

were interrupted, and people around the world laid down their tools for 

minutes of prayer. On Thursday, work at the spacecraft center virtually 

came to a stop for three minutes as directed by the President. At Wrigley 

Field, Milton Berle, scheduled to make a seventh inning appearance, 

halted the Cubs game “for a moment of prayer for the crewmen of the 

Apollo 13.”  

Then, as the world watched and waited, the odds for the recovery 

began to rise. 

 

Now, with millions of people watching, praying, and hoping, NASA 

personnel found inexplicable answers coming out of nowhere.  

“We seemed to be running with some intuitive link that surprised 

our team members,” Kranz said. “Through some miracle, some burst of 

intuition, something we had all seen, heard, or felt kicked in . . . . To this 

day, I still can’t explain it.”  

Flight controller Bob Legler found a way to transfer electrical power 

from the lunar module batteries back through existing wiring to top off 

the command module batteries needed for reentry. “I wasn’t one who 

was praying in those days,” said Charlie Duke. “But I found out later 
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that many people prayed for the safety of the crew and for wisdom in 

these decisions we had to make.”  

Mattingly and the recovery team debated about powering up the 

command module for reentry. They knew the Internal Measurement 

Unit (IMU), a device at the heart of the navigation system, was very 

delicate. To get the precision needed, the units were allowed to operate 

only at a restricted temperature of 60 degrees, plus or minus one degree. 

No one knew what the temperature in the command module was, but 

they knew it was below freezing—a long way from 60. There were 

concerns as to whether it would work at all. Phone calls flew between 

developers at the MIT Instrumentation Lab and Houston. Finally, word 

came from an MIT engineer. 

“We didn’t do any testing at those temperatures, but we have reason 

to believe it’s okay.” 

“Are you really sure?” Houston asked. 

“Yes, we have some unusual data that confirms that. An employee 

left an IMU in the back of his station wagon in a parking lot overnight 

during a snowstorm. It got down to about 30 degrees. The next day, he 

took it inside and hooked it up and it worked just fine.”  

By now, Mattingly had worked incessantly for three days on 

command module power-up procedures and had recorded his results on a 

roll of 16-inch-wide computer printout paper that was now 20 feet long—

handwritten.  

“We weren’t too swift by that time,” he said, “so we called in other astro-

nauts familiar with the vehicle to get into the simulator and redline the 

checklist to catch things that were either ambiguous or wrong. Things 

we might have overlooked.” Tom Stafford and others joined the effort. 

The final simulation for the power-up would take four more hours.  

 

 

Friday morning, April 17, instructions for power-up 

At 4:00 a.m., Apollo 13 was less than nine hours from reentry, hurtling 

toward earth at 20,000 miles per hour. 

In Mission Control, Mattingly had just run the entire checklist through 

the command module integrator and knew it better than anyone else. So 

in violation of usual procedure, he took a seat at the CapCom console. 

Onboard Apollo 13, Swigert took his seat in the command module.  

“Let me take it from the top,” Mattingly began. But Swigert was 

fatigued and had nothing on which to write the procedures.  

“They had no idea,” Mattingly said. “They didn’t even get a preview 
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that said, ‘Hey, we’re going to give you the next twelve feet of paper, so 

be prepared to write it down.’ All they had was, ‘Here comes a lot and 

you can’t afford to make a mistake. Now don’t mess it up.”  

The crew ripped covers and backs from checklists—every scrap of 

paper they could find.  

Mattingly began to read slowly, line by line. Swigert copied every 

word, often interrupting Mattingly to ask for a repeat. The spacecraft 

was rolling unpredictably and the antennas were losing contact. It took 

Swigert two hours—or 40,000 miles—to write down the instructions. 

At 5:00 the next morning, the crew would leave the lunar module 

and return to the command module. Assuming the frozen electronics in 

the command module came to life, they would jettison both the lunar 

and service modules and the gradual force of earth’s gravity would begin 

to pull them home. The carrier U.S.S. Iwo Jima was already en route for 

recovery in the South Pacific.  

Sometime during the morning, Mattingly walked out of the Mission 

Control building for some fresh air. The parking lot was full. He looked 

up at the buildings, and in each office he saw a light and the shadow of 

a head. 

 

In the White House, Nixon’s National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger 

and Secretary of State William Rogers attempted to keep the President 

informed through updates from astronauts Mike Collins and Bill 

Anders. On April 17, Kissinger and Rogers exchanged updates in a 

phone conversation at the White House. 

 

Kissinger:  I had a briefing at 3:00 from Anders and the big problem will 

come tomorrow. They will power up the systems tomorrow. 

They don’t know how they will react after being cool for so 

long.  

Rogers:  I had lunch with Michael Collins today. He thinks if they get 

into this corridor—which is a little like hitting the edge of a 

piece of paper from 30 feet—once you are in the corridor you 

are good about it.  

Kissinger:  That’s what they tell us.  

Rogers:  He thinks the oxygen and electricity are okay.  

Kissinger:   Yes, but since they have never flown in this configuration 
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before and never made these adjustments before, there are 

questions. They don’t think the heat shield is bothered by the 

explosion. I thought it was like the government after things 

are in bad shape, then you still have to go 70,000 miles 

before you can turn around. Let me leave you on that . . . .  

 

 

Friday afternoon, April 17, Powering up the command module  

At six hours before reentry, Swigert crawled through the tunnel from the 

lunar module to the command module, took his seat, and started 

throwing switches. Even now, no one knew whether the command 

module would start. 

At this point, Swigert was having trouble reading the instructions. 

“Would you give me that one again?” he asked CapCom Joe Kerwin. “I 

just can’t read my own handwriting.”  

On the ground, Mattingly put his finger on the proper place on the 

checklist to help Kerwin, who read Swigert the correct instruction. “We 

knew early in the game that the powered-down levels would push 

survival of the crew and survival of the systems,” Mattingly said. 

“There was a good chance that when we brought up the command and 

service module it would be nonfunctional . . . that was the end of the 

road.” 

As Swigert turned on the command module’s telemetry and the 

electronic display, Liebergot saw his EECOM console flicker on. The 

spacecraft was alive.  

But there was no time to celebrate. First the crew had to get rid of 

the damaged service module. Lovell and Haise were still in the lunar 

module. The switch for jettisoning the lunar module was right next to 

the switch for jettisoning the service module, and Lovell was worried 

that his rookie command module pilot might mistakenly jettison the 

lunar module and send him and Haise into the nether sphere.  

“I’m in the lunar module with a camera,” said Lovell. “And I tell 

Jack, not once, not twice, but three times, ‘Jack, we’re jettisoning the 

service module, not the lunar module. Don’t jettison the lunar module. 

Put some tape over that switch.’” Swigert attached a piece of paper with 

the word “NO” in big red letters over the lunar module jettison switch. 

Haise, still afraid Swigert might press the wrong switch, floated into the 

command module to assist.  

When the service module was cut loose, the crew would get their 

first and only look at the damage. Swigert hit the switch to jettison the 

service module and Lovell backed the remaining stack away. Then, 
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camera in hand, he maneuvered to get a shot of the service module as it 

drifted away. 

“One whole side of the panel is blown off,” he reported to Houston.  

Now Mission Control wondered if Apollo 13’s heat shield, situated 

just above the explosion, was intact. Any penetration of the heat shield 

might allow a leak and eventually a burn-through to the command 

module during reentry.  

With reentry just fifteen minutes away, Lovell and Haise took their 

seats in Odyssey and waited for the order from Mission Control to 

jettison Aquarius. Kerwin gave the instruction and Swigert threw the 

LM-SEP switch for lunar module jettison.  

“Farewell, Aquarius, and we thank you,” said Kerwin. 

“She sure was a good ship . . . . “ Haise said softly.  

“I was sad to see it gone,” he said later. “If I could have brought it 

back I’d like to have put it up in my back yard.”  

 

 

Friday afternoon, April 17: Odyssey heading for splashdown 

The command module was now on its own. But to everyone’s dismay, it 

was drifting off course. Mission control ordered one more mid-course 

correction 55,000 miles from earth. It went smoothly, but even so, the 

spacecraft was still venting something that Houston feared had caused 

it to drift. Controllers could only hope it would hold its course.  

In a poignant moment, the astronauts’ last words before reentry 

were not for themselves, but for Mission Control.  

“I know all of us here want to thank all of you guys down there for 

the very fine job you did,” Swigert radioed.  

“I second that,” said Lovell. 

“I’ll tell you, we all had a good time doing it . . .” replied Joe Kerwin. 

“I wish I could go to the . . . party tonight,” said Jack Swigert half 

sincerely.  

“We’ll cover for you guys,” said Kerwin. “And if Jack’s got any phone 

numbers he wants us to call, why, pass them down.”  

It was a moment of levity before the interminable silence that 

followed.  

Houston: “Thirty seconds to go for blackout . . . .” 

Swigert: “Thank you.”  

Kerwin added one more message for the crew: “Okay, Odyssey . . . just 

for your information . . . battery C will deplete around main chute time.” 

A few seconds later, Odyssey vanished in a sea of radio static. Kranz 
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and the controllers stood riveted to their consoles, watching the main 

display on the front wall in Mission Control. Odyssey was about to 

splash down, for good or ill, within sight of the live TV camera onboard 

the aircraft carrier U.S.S. Iwo Jima.  

As if a final nod from heaven, Tropical Storm Helen had moved out 

of the area and was no longer a threat.  

Apollo 13 entered earth’s atmosphere traveling 25,000 mph. Nine-

teen seconds later, the craft was enveloped in a 5,000 degree fireball. The 

command module’s heat shield, which had been protected by the 

jettisoned service module, was now exposed. The frozen module imme-

diately thawed and condensation inside the capsule began to rain on the 

astronauts. Blackout would last three minutes. The spacecraft was 

wobbling but headed for splashdown.  

 

 

The silence was deathly in Mission Control. Flight controllers stood 

frozen, staring at the clock on the wall.  

A BBC newscaster stood by: “And now coming is the moment—the 

last moments of Apollo 13 as it comes in—as it begins its reentry. The 

best thing we can do now is just listen and hope.” 

An American broadcaster: “We’ll only know whether that heat shield 

was damaged by the explosion three days ago when they come out of 

radio blackout.”  

Three minutes passed. 

Then four minutes . . . five . . . six . . .   

Hearts sank in Mission Control.  

“I felt all the adrenaline drain out of my body,” said Bostick. “It was 

the worst moment of my entire life. After we had solved all the 

insurmountable problems, we had brought them back to earth in water, 

in the Pacific Ocean where the recovery forces were, and we had 

squeezed consumables and figured out how to power up the command 

module—and it worked—and now they weren’t coming out of blackout.” 

Suddenly, a rescue helicopter over the Pacific caught a glimpse of 

two small parachute drogues deploying on tethers. From the deck of 

aircraft carrier U.S.S. Iwo Jima, cameras began rolling. 

“Iwo Jima Control . . . I have a visual bearing 182.”  

“Apollo 13, Apollo 13, this is Recovery. Over . . .”  

“Apollo 13, Apollo 13, this is Recovery. Over . . .” 

“Apollo 13 . . .”  

The BBC newscaster exploded in triumphant joy, “There they are! 

There they are! They made it! All three chutes out!”  
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The blackened spacecraft broke through the clouds to splashdown, 

its three main chutes deployed in a brilliant flourish of orange and 

white. Less than fifteen minutes later, Odyssey hit the water, blunt end 

down, within eyesight of the U.S.S. Iwo Jima—one of the closest splash-

downs of any spacecraft. 

At the sight of the chutes, Mission Control remained strangely quiet. 

As was the tradition, everyone waited until the crew appeared safely on 

the deck of the aircraft carrier, at which time wild cheering broke out, 

congratulatory cigars appeared, and the world map lit up at the front of 

the room. 

 

Pete and Jane Conrad were at the Lovell house witnessing the drama on 

television.  

“I still feel emotions in my body that will probably never leave me,” 

Marilyn Lovell said. “Because I didn’t know for four days if I was a wife 

or a widow.”  

When the phone rang a short time later, Marilyn didn’t hear it. Pete 

Conrad had just popped the cork on a bottle of bubbly and she was still 

wiping tears from her eyes.  

“Marilyn,” a friend interrupted her, “President Nixon is on the line.”  

“Who?” 

“It’s President Nixon.”  

Several seconds went by as she registered the interruption. 

“Marilyn, this is the President,” said the voice on the end of the 

phone. “I wanted to know if you’d care to accompany me to Hawaii to 

pick up your husband.”  

“Mr. President,” she said, “I’d love to.”  

Shortly after the crew’s arrival, the President of the United States 

summarized the reaction of many: “The three astronauts did not reach 

the moon, but they reached the hearts of millions of people in America 

and in the world.” Then, with the astronauts at his side, he produced the 

first of the two speeches he had prepared:  

 

The men of Apollo 13, by their poise and skill under the most 

intense kind of pressure, epitomize the character that 

accepts danger and surmounts it. Theirs is the spirit that 

built America . . . . 
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The mission had weighed heavily on the President’s mind. He knew 

what it meant to his constituency—the American people. “I had a man 

at the White House at a dinner who came up to me—I know he hasn’t 

been in church for years,” said Nixon, “and he said, ‘I never prayed so 

hard in my life as I prayed these last three or four days.’”  

Two days after splashdown, Thomas Paine reiterated President 

Nixon’s strong support for a “vigorous” manned flight space program 

before a large crowd of employees at the Manned Spacecraft Center. 

“We will press on,” Paine quoted the President as saying, “in the 

exploration of the moon and will eventually explore the planets.”  

Nixon mentioned the reality that there were those who would “seize 

upon this accident as an opportunity to call for a slowdown or a turning 

back” of the Apollo program. Paine reassured NASA personnel “we are 

not the kind of people whose purpose is diverted by adversity or set-

back . . . we will not falter in our resolve.” However, the launch of the 

next mission would be moved back pending “a thorough review.” He 

then concluded, “We in NASA heartily agree that [the crew of Apollo 13] 

have earned all the vacation time we can give them.”  

For most in Mission Control, the ordeal had come to a victorious 

end. For Sy Liebergot, however, the nightmares began almost immedi-

ately. He began reliving the oxygen tank explosion over and over, 

berating himself for not recognizing the Oxygen Tank 2 indications 

sooner, for not averting the disaster. Finally, after weeks of mental 

turmoil, he came to realize that no matter what he might have done, no 

matter how quickly or how shrewdly he could have reacted, the outcome 

would have been the same. His life lessons had come full circle.  

“The zenith of the human experience,” he said, “is when a man takes 

tragedy and is able to convert it into something positive and fulfilling.”  

 

In the aftermath of the crisis, Edgar Mitchell had come to a realization 

of his own. At the podium before a crowded auditorium in Orlando, Flo-

rida, he concluded a description of the ordeal with an emotional tribute 

to the skill and ingenuity of NASA. Then, in a surprising moment of 

reflection, he acknowledged that a palpable underlying momentum 

seemed to carry the rescue forward. In Mitchell’s mind, there was more 

to the recovery of Apollo 13 than human intervention. The power of 

millions of praying minds singularly focused on Apollo 13 had somehow 

affected the outcome. And he was coming to believe that such conscious 

power applied to more than Apollo 13.  
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Reverend Stout was sure he understood the source of that palpable 

force. “Of all that I have ever done, in or out of the space program,” he 

said, “that night was the most crucial, the most important, and the most 

meaningful for me, because that was when I learned about the 

assurance of answered prayer.”  

An article appearing in the Christian Science Monitor on April 20 

underscored his belief:  

Never in recorded history has a journey of such peril been 

watched and waited-out by almost the entire human race . . . . 

There will be those who ascribe the rescue wholly to human 

skills and courage. Others will see at work, affirmed in 

countless prayers, a power and providence which perceives 

“the path which no fowl knoweth.  

 

Madalyn O’Hair, however, had another perspective. When Stout 

returned to his office in the Manned Spacecraft Center, he received a 

call. “You know why Apollo 13 exploded, don’t you?” O’Hair jibed. 

“Because it was carrying all of those Bibles!”  

Stout was now more determined than ever: 

God somehow seemed to have used this flight to bring the 

world down on its knees from out of the clouds of war. He 

humbled the technological giants of our time. Did prayer 

really have anything to do with the flight? When one of 

the flight controllers was told that a certain Sunday school 

class had taught that it wasn’t God, but those guys in 

Mission Control who pulled it through, this flight con-

troller laughed, because he too was praying for guidance. 

Yes, the Apollo 13 Mission was an unqualified success—

that is the Apollo 13 Prayer Mission. 

 

After his arrival in Houston for a press conference, Jim Lovell 

turned to Stout. “I am sorry I couldn’t fulfill our mission,” Lovell said. 

The Apollo 13 lunar Bibles nevertheless became symbols of worldwide 

faith and answered prayer. Subsequently, a number of the Apollo 13 

lunar Bibles were given away, one forwarded to George H.W. Bush, who 

later presented it to the Smithsonian Institution. Some were auto-

graphed by the crew as mementos and several were returned to Rev-

erend Stout, who deposited them in the Apollo Prayer League archives.  
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As a result of the near tragedy of Apollo 13, the APL expanded its 

prayer request hotline, using the Voice of America radio network to 

promote membership in foreign countries. The League was now playing 

a pivotal role for NASA in interfacing with the press and religious 

dignitaries in matters “of a religious nature.”  

Apollo 13 was barely dry from splashdown when Stout turned his 

attention to Apollo 14. Alan Shepard, Edgar Mitchell, and Stuart Roosa 

would be assigned the same lunar landing site and mission objectives as 

Apollo 13; and Stout was intent on seeing Apollo 14 assume another one 

of Apollo 13’s roles. On May 8, 1970, he sought Alan Shepard’s coop-

eration in getting the microfilm Bibles on board Apollo 14. The request 

ultimately made its way to Edgar Mitchell, who agreed to log the lunar 

Bibles in his PPK for stowage on board Apollo 14.  

But Mitchell had definite ideas of his own. In a preflight meeting 

with Stout, he questioned the use of the American emblem affixed to the 

cover of the Apollo 13 Bible to be left on the moon, as this might indicate 

the achievements of the Apollo program were intended solely for the 

benefit of the United States. Stout agreed with Mitchell’s wisdom and 

removed the American emblem.  

The Word of God was for people of all nations. 
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“Looking back on these times, I see how naïve I was. For several 

years I would continue to underestimate the power of belief in 

our lives because of the pervasiveness of my classical scientific 

training.”  

—Edgar Mitchell, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 14 

30 

Apollo 14: Restoring Faith 

After Apollo 13, the government, already shaky about the cost and risk 

of the Apollo program, had strong trepidations about Apollo 14.  

“If Apollo 14 doesn’t go well, we may not have a future at all,” said 

Apollo launch director, Walter Kapryan. “Apollo 14 has got to be a 

perfect mission.” A January 1971 headline in Time magazine stated it 

bluntly: “Future of Space Program: A Lot Depends on Apollo 14 Trio.” 

Success or failure, it said, could set the course of future space 

exploration.  

By now, President Nixon’s political advisers were pressuring him to 

end the moon program. America had beaten the Soviets to the moon, 

collected 128 pounds of rock samples, and every astronaut who launched 

had come back alive. Quit while we’re ahead, they urged him. “I went 

against every piece of advice I got and decided to carry on with Apollo,” 

Nixon confided in Apollo 14’s Stuart Roosa.  

On the heels of the Apollo 13 near disaster, Nixon was grappling 

with a national dilemma of his own making. On April 30, 1970, he 

announced on national television that U.S. troops would be invading 

Cambodia, the country bordering Vietnam through which the North 

Vietnamese were supplying the Viet Cong troops in the South. The 

response to Nixon’s announcement was one of shock and anger. Protests 

erupted across the country, including one at Kent State University 

where, on May 4, the Ohio National Guard opened fire on unarmed 

college students, killing four and wounding nine others. Hundreds of 
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universities, colleges, and high schools across the United States closed 

due to a strike by four million students. The event further divided the 

country in an already socially contentious time.  

In the spring of 1970, the Apollo program was yet one more slice of 

stew in the social boiling pot. 

 

Given the near disaster of Apollo 13, Reverend Stout decided to split a 

separate group of 300 lunar Bibles into two packets: 100 to be carried on 

the Apollo 14 lunar module and 200 on the command module, in case 

one or the other didn’t make it. There would again be a separate first 

lunar Bible, but this time that particular Bible would take on a unique 

symbolism. 

During a preflight meeting with Stout, Edgar Mitchell had re-

quested that the first lunar Bible be redesigned in such a way that it 

could not be easily copied. After some consideration, Stout approached 

the APL committee with the idea of a single, unique “multi-focal” 

microfilm Bible designed and dedicated to the memory of Ed White. This 

“First Lunar Bible” would consist of two microfilm versions of the Bible 

overlaid and separated by a thin piece of glass—one, the same edition of 

the King James Bible used by NCR; the other, the Revised Standard 

Version (RSV) used by Ed White. The Bibles would be developed by APL 

members themselves. To create the two microfilms, they would first 

need to manually cut and paste together a master version of each Bible 

and then photograph and reduce the images onto Biswanger glass slide 

masters for conversion to positive emulsion microfilm. Ed’s widow, Pat, 

furnished Stout a copy of her husband’s Bible.  

With approval from NASA engineering director Maxime Faget, the 

way was cleared to use the skill of NASA employees in the photographic 

lab working on their own time. The after-hours labor was long and 

tedious, inspired by Hour of Power sermons broadcast from the Crystal 

Cathedral by evangelist Robert H. Schuller. “He was an inspiration 

during the final weeks to get the Bibles ready for the flight,” Stout said. 

“We had him playing in the background while everyone was in the room 

putting the Bible together.”  

Carefully they began the long process of cutting and pasting each 

page of the King James and Revised Standard versions of the Bible. As 

work progressed, the finished product began to take shape in the form of 

two master boards, measuring nearly eleven feet square. Capturing 

them on film became yet another challenge, since the photographic lab 
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at the Manned Spacecraft Center was situated directly under the flight 

path of aircraft at Ellington Air Force Base and the floor vibrated 

intensely each time a plane flew over. Eventually, several photo images 

were captured and reduced to a double microfilm. Amazingly, the result-

ing tiny multi-focal Bible tablet was crystal clear when viewed through a 

microscope.  

This particular Bible, they knew, would be extremely difficult to copy.  

 

 

As 1970 drew to a close, Stout saw yet another opportunity to honor 

those involved. The lunar Bibles would be accompanied by a microfilm 

“First Lunar Bible Honor Roll.” APL members were asked to submit the 

names of up to ten individuals or organizations they felt had made a 

contribution to their lives or to a worthy cause. Ed White and Stout’s 

fallen brother, Joe F. Stout, headed the list. Hundreds of names were 

compiled, including honorees such as Jesus, Socrates, Billy Graham, 

Presidents Franklin D. Roosevelt, George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, 

Harry Truman, and John F. Kennedy, along with Albert Einstein, 

Martin Luther King, and George H.W. Bush.  

Included in Reverend Stout’s list was the Texas A&M football squad 

of 1939–1941, one of the toughest teams to ever play the game, and their 

coach, Homer Norton. Stout was a barefoot walk-on at try-outs for the 

team and was selected as a tight end on Norton’s last Cotton Bowl team 

wearing jersey “80.”  

Since the honor roll would accompany the First Lunar Bible, Stout 

asked Princeton Theological Seminary President, Reverend James 

McCord, to submit an early Christian symbol to display at the top of the 

scroll. McCord was the pastor who ordained Stout at Austin Theological 

Seminary in 1957 and was now active in the World Council of Churches 

(WCC). McCord obtained permission from the WWC to use the organi-

zation’s symbol depicting a ship with a mast in the form of a cross, 

representing the gospel call for followers to become “fishers of men.” 

WCC was a non-denominational organization with members from 

countries across all seven seas, and McCord felt the symbol would be 

appropriate for people of all faiths.  

The symbol was routed through channels from McCord to Senator 

Bob Dole, who forwarded it to APL member Norman Durst in Wash-

ington for transfer to Reverend Stout, who inserted it in the upper-left 

corner of the honor roll. In the upper right corner, Stout inserted a 

modern Christian symbol designed by APL member, Judy Bohac, depicting 
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a planet orbiting an open Bible surrounded by the phrase: “God’s Word 

for a New Age.” The final listing of 3,569 names was pasted on a large 

poster board and reduced to microfilm the same size as the lunar Bibles, 

which fit neatly in each lunar Bible packet.  

Stout then included a special request to Aerospace Ministries 

pastors in a pre-flight newsletter.  

 

To help commemorate this special event, we are asking each 

church to personally involve itself and its members on 

Sunday, January 31, which is the day of the launch. We are 

suggesting, first of all, that special prayers be made during 

your regular worship service that day. 

 

As the launch date neared, Stout and a small group of APL members 

packaged the lunar Bibles for the flight. To ensure all Bibles destined 

for the lunar surface were accounted for, Stout carefully inserted a 

tissue index marker between each group of twenty. Inside the lunar 

module packet he inserted the special multi-focal First Lunar Bible 

wrapped separately so it could easily be retrieved by Mitchell if he chose 

to leave it on the moon. In this packet he tucked the microfilm honor roll 

and a copy of the same certificate flown on Apollo 13 containing the 

sixteen translations from Genesis.  

When complete, the lunar module packet of 101 Bibles measured a 

quarter of an inch thick; and the command module packet of 200 Bibles, 

less than half an inch thick. The two packets were wrapped in flight-

safety beta cloth in accordance with NASA regulations and handed over 

to Mitchell for stowing.  

Prior to launch, Mitchell dutifully logged the lunar Bible packets in 

PPK 1098 for the command module and PPK 1099 for the lunar module, 

marked simply “Large microfilm package” and “Small microfilm pack-

age” with no mention of their biblical content.  

“I am without words to express our personal gratitude for your 

taking the First Lunar Bible,” Stout wrote to Mitchell on January 5, less 

than a month before launch.  

Behind the scenes, a third undocumented packet of 212 Bibles was 

quietly being packaged by APL board member Harold Hill. Hill was a 

NASA microbiologist assigned to inspect and decontaminate the space-

craft immediately before and after flight. One of his duties was to store 

and retrieve the astronaut PPKs. Prior to the Apollo 14 liftoff Hill 

stowed the “unofficial packet” in command module Kittyhawk in an 
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unidentified PPK along with those of the astronauts. Reverend Stout 

approved the plan, as this meant the total 512 Bible count on Apollo 14 

would be consistent with that of Apollo 13. The unofficial packet would 

be used as commemorative Bibles for distribution to churches, time cap-

sule, and as mementos for press reporters covering the event at Manned 

Spacecraft Center.  

 

As the hopes of the Prayer League turned to Apollo 14, Stout urged 

members not to lose focus: 

 

For many of us here in Houston, we are very concerned about 

this specific flight. It comes at a time of general letdown in 

the space program which approaches questionable safety for 

the flight. We want you to be concerned also—and your 

church—and your friends. We want to find everyone who has 

that power of prayer to pray with us. Why should we wait 

until something goes wrong, as it did in the flight of Apollo 

13, to pray? 

 

Just as Apollo 7 had been called upon to restore faith in the Apollo 

program after the fire, Apollo 14 was charged with restoring faith for a 

nation shaken by the drama of Apollo 13. The upcoming mission 

attracted more widespread attention than previous missions, not only 

because of its predecessor’s near disaster, but because after ten years its 

popular commander, Alan Shepard, was making a comeback. At age 

forty-seven, Shepard was now the oldest astronaut in the program. 

Adding to this, Shepard’s “crew of rookies” had never so much as orbited 

the earth.  

“We got all kinds of flak from the guys,” he said. “In the first place, I 

hadn’t flown anything since 1961, and here it was ten years later, and 

the two guys with me had not flown before at all. So they called us the 

three rookies. We had to put up with that. And the fact that everybody 

said, ‘That old man shouldn’t be up there on the moon.’”  

The lack of experience didn’t go unnoticed by the media. Headlines 

in The Albuquerque News announced: “The Brain and The Hillbilly Ride 

Apollo.” Mitchell, known as one of the “brainiest” of the spacemen, was 

regarded as an intellectual as well as an expert flier. Roosa was a red-

haired down-home boy known to love country music.  

“We were about as far apart as three guys could be,” Mitchell said. 
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“If you considered personalities in a 360 degree circle, the three of us 

were l20 degrees apart. But we were a compatible professional team 

when it came to flying a spacecraft. That’s what made it work.”  

 

 

Apollo 14 Commander Alan B. Shepard, Jr. had the kind of storybook 

childhood that could have been illustrated by Norman Rockwell. His 

rural schoolhouse in East Derry, New Hampshire had one teacher, six 

grades, and one room. Alan’s teacher was a knuckle-rapping discip-

linarian who taught him to study and stick to it. He took to that lesson 

so well that he finished all six grades in five years. 

Alan’s boyhood hero was Charles Lindbergh—the first to fly across 

the Atlantic—and Shepard was one of those kids who hung around 

airports when aviation was just getting established in the thirties. After 

school and on weekends, he’d hightail it to the landing field to help push 

airplanes in and out of hangars. Sometimes the pilots would let him sit 

at the controls and work the stick. 

Perhaps it was the excitement of those early days of airplanes, new 

frontiers, and brave pilots. Perhaps it was Lindbergh’s triumphant 

landing that indelibly marked Shepard with the idea that the impossible 

is not impossible for someone who gets out there and does it.  

To outsiders, there were two Alan Shepards: one “the utterly and, 

if necessary, icily correct career Navy officer,” the other, “Smilin’ Al of 

the Cape.” “Smilin’ Al” was a fun-loving guy with a fast Corvette. But at 

home under the spell of his wife, Louise, Shepard was transformed from 

‘‘funny-caustic’’ to ‘‘funny-gracious.’’ Louise Shepard was a serene, 

almost beatific woman who told her husband, ‘‘There is no evil in the 

world.’’ Alan and Louise had met at a drinking fountain at the Morey 

Field house at Principia College, a school for Christian Scientists in St. 

Louis, over a Christmas break where she was a student and he was 

visiting his sister, Polly. They married in 1945. It was one of the few 

marriages in the astronaut corps that would last. 

 

 

Those who worked with him knew that Shepard’s lunar module pilot, 

Edgar Mitchell, was “schooled up” a bit more tightly than the rest. He 

didn’t fall neatly into the good-guy character, nor did he emit the 

swagger and bravado of an astronaut. He was a unique mix of testos-

terone and brilliance, and while he learned the highly complex proce-

dures of spaceflight quicker than most, by his own admission he had an 
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impatient streak. An engineer recalled that a moon surface experiment 

once failed to deploy properly while Mitchell was practicing for the 

Apollo 14 moon walks. “He grabbed the experiment and shook it until 

finally it broke.” In this regard he was uniquely compatible with his icy 

commander. 

“Alan didn’t really care whether he was a nice guy or not,” Mitchell 

said. “He was what he was.” There was obvious respect between the two. 

Mitchell not only had first-hand experience developing the lunar 

module at the Grumman laboratory, he was an experienced Korean 

War veteran with expertise in nighttime rough-weather landings on 

aircraft carriers. And he was cool under pressure. Once when 

returning to Grumman in a T-38 with Fred Haise, the plane’s engines 

flamed out in a thunderstorm and the aircraft started dropping like a 

manhole cover.  

“It was hard to get an air-start on those engines above 20,000 feet,” 

Mitchell said. “And this was up around 45,000. If you didn’t get the nose 

down and keep your speed up, you’re going into a flat spin.” He nose-

dived below 20,000 feet and after several failed attempts, finally 

managed to air-start the engines. “That’s where you learn your cool,” 

Mitchell said. “That’s where you really learn to deal with fear. You’ve 

got to stay functional or you’re dead—your crew’s dead.”  

Mitchell was an intellectual as well as a scientist and, as such, 

enjoyed delving into fields far removed from aviation or space. He was 

particularly fascinated by psychic experience and extrasensory percep-

tion. He was a religious man, but not in the conventional sense. His 

father was a cattleman during the Depression years, a man of nature 

with a spirituality akin to that of Native Americans. Growing up in New 

Mexico, Edgar inherited his father’s natural love of creation and even-

tually drifted away from his strict Baptist upbringing by his mother. By 

the time he reached NASA, his view of life had grown vastly beyond the 

dogma of traditional religion.  

Mitchell’s journey from the dusty town of Roswell to NASA had been 

intensely focused. Like other astronauts, his trek through multiple 

colleges and military bases dictated dragging a wife and two children 

across the country more than once, and his home life showed signs of 

strain. Long absences combined with his obsession with the space program 

were taking a toll on his marriage, a scene being played out in many 

astronauts’ homes.  
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Through 1970 and early 1971, the Apollo 14 launch date underwent 

repeated delays. Two modifications were made to the service module as 

a result of the Apollo 13 accident. A third oxygen tank was added at a 

location isolated from the other two, and a spare battery was added to 

support the electrical load of the spacecraft at any point if the fuel cells 

should fail. NASA wasn’t taking any chances. A plethora of smaller 

changes were made as well, including blank paper added to the back of 

the flight book. The crew trained for nineteen months, longer than any 

crew before. “We were the only crew that was six months out from a 

launch four times,” said Roosa. 

The delays were accompanied by a continued deterioration of White 

House interest in the space program. Investigation of the Apollo 13 acci-

dent yielded a reincarnation of many of the problems uncovered during 

the investigation of the Apollo 1 fire. On June 15, an internal memo to 

Peter Flannigan, Assistant to President Nixon, recapped results of the 

Apollo 13 Review Board, noting: “The findings of the Review Board and 

its recommendations clearly indicated that NASA failed to take effective 

remedial action in the years following the Apollo 1 [204] fire.”  

On September 2, 1970, NASA announced it was canceling the 

planned Apollo 18 and 19 missions. Apollo 18’s command module and 

lunar module would be used on Apollo 17.  

As the remaining missions dwindled, the Apollo 14 launch date 

drew near.  

 

With the near disaster of Apollo 13 and looming liftoff of Apollo 14, by 

early 1971 interest in the Apollo Prayer League had grown around the 

world; and the burgeoning administrative tasks and associated mailing 

costs were surpassing the league’s fund raising efforts.  

Byron Price, pastor of Faith Presbyterian Church in nearby Pasa-

dena, TX, had attended Austin Theological Seminary with Stout and 

proposed that the league come under the auspices of the church as a 

non-profit organization. Harold Hill, an APL board member, was a 

ruling elder in the church; and in early 1971 session members of the 

church approved the relationship. With this, the Presbyterian Church 

became the bed rock of the Apollo Prayer League. 
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“Maybe if people had a chance to see this, they wouldn’t be so 

interested in their own particular territories. Perhaps we could 

put the Security Council on the space station and let them try to 

see where their little bailiwick is.”  

— Alan B. Shepard Jr., Commander, Apollo 14  

31 

Lunar Landfall 

The command module was named Kittyhawk, in honor of the Wright 

Brothers who flew the first powered flight at Kitty Hawk, North Caro-

lina. The lunar module was named Antares after the star in the constel-

lation Scorpio which would be used to guide Shepard and Mitchell in 

their descent to the lunar surface. According to Mitchell, Kittyhawk was 

intentionally spelled as one word, although many in NASA didn’t seem 

to notice.  

Through endless hours in the lunar module simulator and ground 

training exercises, Mitchell transferred his depth of experience to the 

newly invigorated Alan Shepard, until Shepard’s seat in the lunar lander 

became as familiar to him as that of his own Corvette. “Okay, boss,” 

Mitchell finally declared, “I think you’re ready now.” 

Launch day brought the usual pre-launch gift exchange with Pad 

Leader Guenter Wendt, who felt Shepard warranted an age-appropriate 

gift. “I came up with a unique piece of ‘lunar support equipment’ for the 

old geezer—a walking cane.” But Shepard upstaged him, producing a 

World War II vintage German helmet stenciled “Col. Guenter Klink” 

after the bumbling character in the TV sitcom Hogan’s Heroes. Wendt 

loved it. He then escorted the crew to the capsule, wished them luck, 

and locked the hatch, waving farewell through the capsule window.  

On January 31, 1971, at 4:03 p.m. EST, nearly ten years after 

Shepard’s first space flight, Apollo 14 blasted off carrying a world-
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famous commander, two rookie pilots, and a tiny microfilm packet 

destined to impact biblical history. As Apollo 14 lifted off, Roosa yelled, 

“Go, baby go!”  

 

 

The Apollo 14 backup crew of Gene Cernan, Ron Evans, and Joe Engle 

referred to the prime crew as “the old man, the fat man, and the cute 

little redhead.” Shepard was destined to be the oldest moonwalker, and 

Roosa had red hair, which left lunar module pilot Mitchell with the 

moniker “fat man.”  

As a practical joke, the backup crew had a special patch designed 

using the Coyote and Roadrunner cartoon characters. The Coyote repre-

sented the Apollo 14 prime crew. It had a beard for the “old man”, a fat 

belly for the “fat man”, and it was colored red for the “cute little red 

head.” The Roadrunner, embroidered with “Beep Beep,” represented the 

backup crew. The patch depicted the Roadrunner, or backup crew, 

beating the primary crew, Coyote, to the moon. The backup crew 

secretly stowed the patches in nearly every storage place in the Apollo 

14 command module. The patches, floating in micro gravity, would greet 

the Apollo 14 crew in orbit.  

As Apollo 14 took the customary one-and-a-half orbits of the earth, 

the backup crew’s joke became painfully obvious. An hour and a half 

into the flight, Houston heard repeated references to the patches. 

“There’s more patches,” said Shepard. 

“OK, I got it,” replied Mitchell. 

“I’ll get this one out of the way,” Shepard continued. “I’m over 

here . . . beep, beep, beep, all over the place.”  

Roosa chimed in, “He who laughs last.” 

Shepard was having none of it. “Well, I’m a hell of a lot happier that 

we’re flying and looking at their patches, rather than the other way 

around.”  

Later came more indications of patches. “Beep, beep, my ass,” 

Shepard mumbled. Flight controllers understood. 

Mitchell, alleged as the “fat man,” demonstrated on a television 

broadcast that he moved easily from the command module through the 

narrow tunnel to the lunar module. Fred Haise on CapCom quipped: 

“You can get through there quite easily, Ed. I guess zero G’s does help.”  

“If you’re commenting on what I think you’re commenting on, it is 

entirely uncalled for,” replied Mitchell.  
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From its beginning, Shepard’s hard-earned moon mission seemed as 

luckless as Apollo 13’s. A series of malfunctions began to unfold, each 

with enough potential to cancel the lunar landing. The first problem 

appeared only three hours after launch, when the astronauts turned 

their command ship around for docking. On previous flights, the man-

euver had been routine. The mother ship would edge forward from the 

stack, turn around, and hook into the lunar lander nose-to-nose. This 

time, however, the twelve small latches on the docking mechanism—

shorter than a cigarette and not much wider—failed to lock into position.  

Mitchell was mid-sentence to Houston when the problem arose. It 

took him more than four hours to finish the sentence. He was describing 

the lunar lander as the command module moved toward it to dock. “We 

can see all of the orange yellow thermal protective around the lunar 

lander . . . . And I can look across Stuart . . .” But he didn’t finish. The 

modules refused to dock. 

Roosa had made it a personal goal during training to set the record 

for minimum use of fuel during the initial docking maneuver, but now 

that he was actually doing it, it wasn’t working. The second attempt to 

dock also failed. If the command service module couldn’t dock with the 

lunar module, the lunar landing would be scrubbed. Engineers on the 

ground began pouring over the docking system design. Three more 

docking attempts were made over the next sixty minutes. They also 

failed. The amount of fuel consumed during the attempts increasingly 

frustrated Roosa. 

An alternative docking procedure was radioed to Roosa by Mission 

Control: They would skip the soft dock procedure and instead hit the 

hard dock switch in conjunction with ramming the docking probe into 

the drogue on the lunar module. At the moment of impact, Shepard 

would immediately flip a switch to retract the docking probe out of the 

way, allowing the final latches to engage. Following instructions, Roosa 

backed off again and brought the lunar module forward with maximum 

thrust. At the instant of contact, Shepard hit “RETRACT.”  

“It’s not working,” he reported hastily. Then, four seconds later, 

“Okay, I got barber pole!” and they heard the wonderful ripple-fire of the 

hard dock latches. While it was music to the astronauts’ ears, the un-

solved problem was worrisome to Mission Control. It was imperative that 

the apparatus work perfectly when Shepard and Mitchell returned from 

the lunar surface and attempted to dock with Kittyhawk for the ride home.  

Four and a half hours after he halted mid-sentence, Mitchell non-

chalantly resumed his transmission with Mission Control, “I was going 
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to tell you when we got busy there a little while ago, if you look out our 

window past Stuart, we can see the earth receding . . . .” 

 

 

On February 4, after three days in trans-lunar orbit, Shepard and 

Mitchell climbed into Antares. Roosa deposited them in a ten-mile orbit 

for descent to the moon, then returned through the vacuum to a sixty-

mile orbit for his work of mapping the barren world.  

But as Antares passed into the lunar night, barely ninety minutes 

from the beginning of their descent to the moon, more trouble arose. The 

computer guidance software was receiving an errant interrupt, produ-

cing a signal that would automatically abort the landing once it began. 

Moreover, they would soon be passing behind the moon into a communi-

cations blackout, cutting off any instructions from Mission Control. The 

problem was thought to be a ball of solder lodged in the abort switch, 

forcing it on. By tapping the panel with a pen, Mitchell was able to 

loosen it, but this was only a temporary fix. Nobody under-estimated the 

drama posed by the Apollo 14 abort switch problem. If they couldn’t 

come up with a workaround, a premature abort would send Antares 

hurtling back into lunar orbit and put an abrupt end to the lunar 

landing. Once again, ground engineers had to carefully, accurately, and 

swiftly find a way to bypass the problem. But of the ninety minutes 

available to solve the problem, Antares would be behind the moon and 

out of radio contact for sixty of those precious minutes.  

In Houston, it was two o’clock in the morning as controllers worked 

to isolate the problem. Meanwhile, John Stout, whose primary position 

in NASA was to support the missions’ information systems, knew who 

might solve the problem: a young engineer named Don Eyles at the MIT 

Instrumentation Laboratory. Eyles had written the program code for the 

“abort operation” command, and Stout had met him during one of the 

engineer’s orientation trips to the Manned Spacecraft Center.  

“When the problem occurred, I knew he was the one who could solve 

it,” said Stout. “But he had already gone back to MIT. My hunch was 

that he would be watching the flight from the lab. My hunch was right.”  

Stout made a phone call and Eyles was put in touch with Houston. 

The solution Eyles came up with was to modify the abort switch soft-

ware code to ignore the signal. However, the program code for this was 

buried in a ten-inch-thick computer listing in a large binder. Eyles 

grabbed the binder and headed to the lab’s “man-to-loop” guidance 

simulator on the second floor. The program workaround, he knew, 
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would simply change a few registers, first to fool the abort monitor into 

thinking that an abort was already in progress, and then reset it for 

a normal descent. 

But before he could fully test the workaround, an over-anxious co-

worker relayed a set of untested code to Houston. Astronauts scrambled 

into the lunar module simulator and began entering the code. To their 

consternation, the simulator “crashed.” Fortunately, the erroneous code 

was quickly detected and Eyles transmitted the corrected code, which 

was entered in the simulator and executed perfectly. Haise at the 

CapCom console was then handed a printout of the code changes to 

radio up to the crew. Since the lunar module had its own stand-alone 

computer and no means of data communications, the only way for Haise 

to communicate the code changes was verbally—and he would have only 

minutes to do this when Antares emerged from around the moon. 

Back at the Manned Spacecraft Center, Stout wrapped up his work 

late and headed to the Mitchell residence to watch the final moments of 

the landing. A small crowd had arrived and photographers were lined 

up outside the house. Inside, he took a place on the floor in front of the 

TV set so as not to block Louise Mitchell’s view from the sofa. Gene 

Cernan arrived shortly after and took a seat on the floor next to him.  

 

By the time Antares emerged from behind the moon, Eyles’ abort code 

changes were ready. With only fifteen minutes left before the landing 

would have to be canceled, Haise began radioing up the changes. 

Mitchell was ready. The crew had expected a few code revisions to get 

around the problem, but what they got was much more. The procedure 

was complex. Shepard and Mitchell now had only a scant ten minutes to 

complete the pre-descent checklist, enter navigation updates, and 

manually program the remedy into the computers. Because of fuel 

constraints, time was not on their side; and they simply couldn’t afford 

another trip around the moon.  

Shepard had counted on Mitchell’s expertise in operating the lunar 

module, but Mitchell was now busy entering abort code changes into the 

guidance system. “I was a little naïve at that point about the landing 

radar,” Shepard admitted. “But we didn’t have much of a choice. It was 

either try that or give it up.” The procedure required that Mitchell 

enter 61 keystrokes at precise intervals during the descent. Haise 

began the read-up: 
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After the NOUN 62 countdown starts, but before ignition, 

key in VERB 21 NOUN 1 ENTER 1010 ENTER 107 ENTER. 

Exactly 26 seconds after ignition, manually advance the 

descent engine throttle to 100% . . . 

 

The procedures dragged on ad infinitum and included a notation: 

“Note that the numbers are in ‘octal,’ based on the root of 8, not 10, so 

that the number ‘107’ actually means ’71.’” 

The program changes, flawlessly executed by Mitchell, would cause 

Antares to ignore the false signal and bypass an automatic abort when 

the engine ignited, now only moments away. But Mitchell knew there 

was a penalty in bypassing the abort code. In order to continue the 

mission, they were surrendering the help of the emergency automatic 

abort function that could provide a swift ascent from the moon at the 

push of a single button.  

In the final minutes before touchdown, Mitchell’s fears almost mater-

ialized when a third, more serious, problem developed. The lunar 

landing radar failed to initiate. Due to an anomaly in the sequence of 

events, the computer now couldn’t recognize and lock onto the landing 

radar signals bouncing off the lunar surface. They were essentially 

flying blind. Not only could they not check Antares’ descent altitude 

with the landing radar, they could not simply look out the window, as 

they were quite literally on their backs, the window displaying nothing 

but a striking pattern of stars. What made this particularly unsettling 

was that Fra Mauro was one of the most rugged areas of the moon, 

filled with hills, valleys, and craters. Even if the landing was perfect, 

they had lost the benefit of the computer abort system in case of 

trouble. More immediately, mission rules forbade them to descend 

below 10,000 feet without the radar—a height they would reach within 

the next minute.  

Shepard broke the silence with the countdown: “10 seconds to go . . .”  

Apollo 14 was now in landing sequence. 

Mitchell implored, “Come on radar; that’s a lock-on . . . radar. 

[Houston,] have anything to get the radar in?”  

Mission Control broke in and instructed Shepard to recycle the 

circuit breaker powering the landing radar.  

“Okay, it’s cycled.”  

Mitchell pleaded, “Come on!”  

The radar locked in just in time.  
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Reaching across to the camera and flicking it on, Mitchell took a 

brief look out the window to his right. As they slowed descent and 

pitched forward, the moon’s rocky horizon rose up.   

“Okay, there’s pitchover,” said Mitchell, as Antares began moving 

upright into landing position.  

In Houston, Haise and flight controllers held their breath.  

“There’s Cone Crater,” Shepard called. “Right on the money!”  

Mitchell and Shepard knew exactly where they were. Antares was 

heading dead on target for Fra Mauro, the original landing site for the 

failed Apollo 13 mission—and now theirs.  

“That’s it, Al. Right on the money,” said Mitchell.  

Shepard liked what he saw. “Okay. Fat as a goose! Beautiful!” 

Fred Haise finally gave the green light.  

“Okay Antares . . . Go for landing.” 

The lunar module began its 3000 foot descent to the surface of the 

moon, dropping at 75 feet per second. With the landing spot still sitting 

pretty in the window, Mitchell watched the descent progress. 

“2000 feet, 48 feet per second,” he navigated his commander. 

“Coming down a little fast.” 

With Shepard’s hand gripping the stick and the moon’s surface near-

ing, Mitchell’s vast knowledge of the spacecraft, procedures, and checklist 

of requirements for a safe landing were now coming in very handy. 

“Still a little fast, not bad,” said Mitchell. “Going by Cone Crater 

right outside to my right.” 

Haise cut in, “Fuel is running low.” 

Mitchell’s slow, steady readout continued as the lunar module 

descended. 

“ . . . still at 170 feet. Six percent fuel, okay. One hundred fifty feet.” 

Mitchell knew they were there. “You’re looking great,” he told his 

commander. “You’re on your own.” 

Shepard: “Starting down, starting down.” 

Haise: “Sixty seconds of fuel left.”  

Shepard: “Okay, Freddo, we’re in good shape.” 

Mitchell: “Forty feet . . . 3 feet per second . . . 30 feet . . . 20 . . . 10.” 

The lunar module shuddered and came to rest. Mitchell turned to 

his commander and flashed a smile, his first of the entire journey.  

“Contact, Al . . . . We’re on the surface.” 
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On February 5, 1971, Alan Bartlett Shepard, Jr. became the fifth 

man to walk on the moon. On board Antares, at the behest of his wife, 

Louise, he carried a 35mm canister containing a microfilm of the first 

edition of The Christian Science Monitor dated November 15, 1908, 

along with 100 microfilm strips of the front page of the same issue.  

His first words after setting foot on the moon’s soil—”It’s been a long 

way, but we’re here’’—seemed a tribute to his own persistence and sharp 

elbows. But a few minutes later, neither the Icy Commander nor Smilin’ 

Al were anywhere to be found. Standing on the battered Fra Mauro 

highland, Shepard looked back at the earth—and seeing no evil in the 

world, he wept.  

Ten minutes later Mitchell followed Shepard down the ladder. At 

forty years of age, he had left the dusty roads of Roswell, the aircraft 

carriers of the Pacific, and the academic institutions of America behind. 

He had left his wife, his children, and his parents behind. He had left 

his buddies, Mattingly and Haise behind. And he had landed on the 

moon. 

 

In the modest house in Nassau Bay, Texas, there was a loud roar. 

Reverend Stout lifted his six-foot-two-inch frame from the Mitchells’ 

living room floor. It had been a long way for him, too. 

“There was a feeling of relief, perhaps more so for me,” he said, “for I 

knew the chance that was being taken.” While others were still 

celebrating, Reverend Stout shook hands with Louise Mitchell and 

excused himself.  

“I have to get back to the office,” he said. “There’s work to be done.”  

While the rest of the world might have viewed the Apollo 14 touch-

down as simply another Apollo moon landing, there were others who 

understood a different significance. On February 5, 1971, the Apollo 

Prayer League records made note that the history of the Bible took a 

detour to a place it had never been before—to the farthest reaches of 

the moon.  
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“All of my adult life had been as an engineer, a scientist, a test 

pilot, a naval officer, working daily with mathematics, exotic 

equipment, the hard facts of the technical professions, and the 

realities of war. But nothing prepared me for what was about 

to happen.” 

— Edgar Mitchell, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 14 

32 

Full Circle 

Orbiting overhead in Kittyhawk, isolated from the drama, Stuart Roosa 

became the fourth human to solo around the moon. To some people, the 

loneliness of this phase might seem frightening. But Roosa enjoyed 

flying by himself. Before the flight, a reporter asked how he felt about 

the isolation. “As long as I’ve been flying, I always thought that more 

than one seat was too many in an airplane,” he replied. 

In the weeks before launch, he had gathered 500 seeds of numerous 

trees—sycamores, Douglas firs, loblolly pines, sweet gums, and red-

woods—which were now stored in his PPK, a tribute to his early days as 

a smokejumper with the U.S. Forest Service. “Moon trees” from those 

seeds would grace lawns and parks from the White House to Japan in 

years to come. 

Roosa had been the Capcom during the Apollo 1 fire that killed 

Grissom, White, and Chaffee, and the sound of his fellow astronauts’ 

cries still echoed in his mind. To this day, he was unable to talk about it. 

Now, in the solace of lunar orbit, familiar songs drifted through the 

command module. A disk jockey in Houston, a friend of Roosa’s, had 

arranged for the astronauts to take along a cassette tape of music by 

their favorite artists. As Roosa spotted a crescent moon filling one of 

Kittyhawk’s windows, Sonny James’ version of How Great Thou Art, one 

of his favorite hymns since childhood, began to play:  
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When I in awesome wonder 

Consider all the works Thy hands have made 

I see the stars, I hear the mighty thunder 

Thy power throughout the universe displayed 

Then sings my soul, my Savior God to Thee, 

How great Thou art, how great Thou art. 

 

“I heard people say that Stuart had to go to the moon to find 

religion,” his wife, Joan, said. “It was ridiculous. Stuart was religious 

when I met him. And he took his faith seriously.” Joan, a devout 

Catholic, was teaching school in Virginia when the two met at the 

Langley Air Force Base Officer’s Club in Hampton, Virginia. Roosa was 

a test pilot at Langley and, like Mitchell, was raised a Baptist. He would 

fly in the mornings and pick up Joan when she got off work. One day she 

asked, “You picking me up today?”  

“No,” said Stu. His answer surprised her since he usually took 

advantage of every chance to see her. Then he added, “Joan, I’ve started 

taking lessons in Catholicism. I’ve decided I want to be a Catholic. I’m 

not doing this just to please you. I feel I was born to be a Catholic.” Stu 

became a Catholic and in 1957 the two were married in a Catholic 

Church. 

Seven years later, he was flying at Edwards Air Force Base in Cali-

fornia when NASA put out a call for more astronauts. Joan mentioned it 

to him, but he balked. He already had the job he always wanted, he told 

her. But she persisted and finally Stuart conceded. As thousands 

applied, NASA kept cutting. Finally, a pilot friend of Roosa’s, Joe Engle, 

got a letter stating that he was still in the running. But Stu didn’t get one.  

“I guess that’s that,” he told Joan.  

“No, I don’t think so,” she said and handed him his letter. It had come 

to the house instead of his office. The letter turned out to be his ticket to 

a ride around the moon, complete with his favorite background music. 

 

For the first time on the moon, the spacesuit for the commander had red 

stripes on the helmet, elbows, and knees. These stripes made it easier to 

determine which astronaut was which in photographs and on television.  

“Yes, it’s a beautiful day here at Fra Mauro Base. Not a cloud in the 

sky,” said Shepard, as he and Mitchell stepped out across the lunar 

surface. “Beautiful day for a game of golf,” Mitchell answered—perhaps 

an indication of things to come. 
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Apollo 14 would be the first and only lunar mission to use a Mobile 

Equipment Transporter (MET), referred to by Shepard as the “lunar 

rickshaw.” The hand-pulled cart with two small wheels was intended to 

aid the crew with carrying their equipment on the lunar surface. One of 

the goals was to haul the MET to the rim of Cone Crater and sample the 

rocks there. It was believed that the oldest rocks thrown out from the 

bottom of the crater would be near the rim. But the journey to the rim 

of Cone Crater was three miles round-trip and more difficult than 

expected. The terrain was steep and littered with boulders, causing the 

wheels of the MET to jump almost a foot off the ground. Pulling the 

MET up the steep undulating grade was laborious and exhausting. 

Finally, Shepard and Mitchell took to walking single file so they could 

recover any equipment that might bounce off the cart. At one point 

Mitchell radioed Houston that he and Shepard had picked up the MET 

and were now carrying it.  

The two were pushing themselves to the limits of exertion. They 

were breathing heavily and had to stop and rest from time to time, and 

they continued to be stymied in identifying their exact location. Finally 

Mitchell relayed to Haise, “It’s going to take longer than we expected. 

Our positions are all in doubt now, Freddo.”  

The Fra Mauro highlands had also been Fred Haise’s target area on 

his ill-fated Apollo 13 flight, and from his seat in Mission Control he was 

doing the best he could to guide their traverse. But the landmarks so 

obvious on the lunar surface map were difficult to distinguish when 

viewed from the moon itself. Large craters that would stand out on a 

reasonably flat plane were hidden behind other craters and ridges—or 

100 meters below them.  

“You’d say, well, this next big crater ought to be a couple of hundred 

meters away. And it just wasn’t anywhere in sight,” said Mitchell. “So you 

press on to another ridge . . . and all you would see would be another 

ridge.” 

He and Shepard continued, but Cone Crater eluded them. Shepard 

doubted the wisdom of continuing and proposed stopping the attempt to 

reach the rim to allow more time for geological sampling. Mitchell 

protested, “Oh, let’s give it a whirl. We can’t stop without looking into 

Cone Crater.”  

The discussion continued between the two until Haise interrupted: 

“Okay, Al and Ed. In view of your location and how long it is going to 

take to get to Cone, the word from the back room is that they’d like you 

to consider where you are to the edge of Cone Crater.”  
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The implication was clear. If they didn’t know where they were, they 

needed to turn around and go back. The message pushed an already 

exhausted Mitchell to utter a sarcasm he knew his friend Haise would 

decipher quickly. “I think you’re all finks,” he snapped.  

Before the flight, Shepard and Mitchell had made a bet with Deke 

Slayton that they would reach Cone Crater with the MET in tow. But 

Mitchell now suggested to Shepard that they leave the MET and 

continue up without it. “We could make it a lot faster,” he said. Shepard 

disagreed. He didn’t think the MET was slowing them down.  

Fred Haise cut in: “Al and Ed, Deke says he’ll cover your bet if you 

drop the MET.” But Shepard rejected it flatly. It was just a question of 

time, he felt. 

Time, however, was their enemy. Mission planners had under-

estimated the drag the MET would place on the timeline. Routine tasks 

were taking longer than expected and cutting into the time allotted to 

collect and tag rock samples. Moreover, most of the interesting rocks 

were too large for the sample bags. There were so many big rocks, in 

fact, that they got very few of the sampled rocks into the allotted bags. 

Shepard knew the geologists would not be happy with the results. “Well, 

you can put a little rock in a big bag,” observed Mitchell, “but it’s sure 

hard to put a big rock in a little bag.”  

Mission Control had given them a 30-minute extension, but that 

extension was now eaten up, and they didn’t have enough time to 

document all the rock samples. Mission Control urged them to just pick 

up random samples on the way back to the lunar lander and hold to the 

mission schedule.  

 

 

After returning to the lunar module, the astronauts pointed the TV 

camera back towards Antares so Mission Control could watch the close-

out activities. At this point, Shepard had a surprise up his sleeve—or 

quite literally—in his pocket. Standing in full view of the TV camera, he 

reached into his pocket and produced the head of a specially crafted 

Spalding six-iron golf club, which he attached to a lunar module scoop. 

The entire collapsible implement weighed a little over 16 ounces. 

Moving stiffly in his puffy space suit, he produced the first of two golf 

balls.  

“In my left hand, I have a little white pellet that’s familiar to millions 

of Americans,” he said.  

When the ball plopped to rest at his feet, Shepard tried to assume 
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a conventional golf stance, only to find that the girth of his space suit 

made it impossible for him to grip his makeshift six-iron with both 

gloves at the same time. He had no choice but to attempt man’s first 

extraterrestrial golf shot one-handed. 

“I’m going to try a little sand trap shot here,” Shepard said, then 

jerked his club back and followed through. 

The ball popped almost straight up in a cloudy divot of moon dust 

and seemed to hang in mid-flight as if suspended on a string. Then it 

tailed off to the right and fell back to the lunar surface less than a 

hundred yards away. 

“That looked like a slice to me, Al,” jibbed Haise, watching the 

broadcast on a monitor.  

Shepard then whacked the second ball in a high arc as far as it 

would go. “Miles and miles and miles,” he said.  

Not to miss out on the fun, Mitchell attempted a javelin throw using 

a staff left sticking in the ground nearby from their solar wind experi-

ment. His javelin throw exceeded Shepard’s second golf ball by roughly 

six inches, thus making Mitchell the winner of the first lunar sports 

spectacular.  

As Antares ascended from the surface, Shepard reported, “Okay, 

Houston. Crew of Antares is leaving Fra Mauro base.”  

“Roger, Al,” said Haise, “You and Ed did a great job. Don’t think I 

could have done any better myself.”  

 

As Antares approached rendezvous with Kittyhawk, the docking prob-

lems on the outbound journey raised renewed concerns in Mission 

Control. This time Mission Control instructed Roosa to forget the earlier 

hard-dock procedure and use the standard docking procedure. It worked, 

all docking latches tripping closed in cadence. 

Up to this point, the astronauts had been busy, minute by minute. 

But now, in the quiet of the command module, drifting silently in lunar 

orbit and rolling slowly in “barbeque mode” to maintain thermal balance, 

Edgar Mitchell found himself gazing out the window at the celestial 

panorama unfolding before him—the earth, the moon, the Milky Way, 

the sun—appearing in sequence as if controlled and orchestrated by 

divine authority. 

As he hurtled earthward, he became engulfed by a profound sensa-

tion, a sense of universal connectedness. He intuitively sensed that his 

presence and the small blue planet in the window were all part of a 
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harmonious, universal process—and that the glittering cosmos itself 

was in some way conscious.  

“This new feeling was illusory, its full meaning somehow obscured; 

but its silent authority shook me to the very core,” said Mitchell. 

“Here was something potent, something that could alter the course of 

a life.”  

Mitchell’s upbringing had ingrained him with theories about religion 

and the Bible that eventually became too dogmatic for a prying scientific 

mind. From his perspective, the Bible had been used more as a basis for 

war than peace, and one he could no longer accept at face value. But his 

journey to the moon had molded his lack of belief into something new. 

“This is a sight that bores deep into the soul and shakes the foundation 

of your being.”  

Mitchell had an awakening—a feeling that there was a greater 

being, a guiding hand, and that science and spirituality were not two 

different dimensions of reality. They were, in fact, one and the same. 

This transforming experience sent him on a search for what he now saw 

as a more likely truth: the presence of a cosmic conscience and order in 

the universe. This journey toward the intersection of science and 

spirituality would consume the rest of his life.  

 

Three days after their return from Cone Crater, Apollo 14 entered earth 

orbit and descended in a fevered rush through layers of life-giving 

atmosphere. On February 7, 1971, one of the most critical lunar landing 

missions came full circle to a smooth splashdown in the Pacific, accom-

plishing everything Apollo 13 was unable to do and more. After splash-

down, the crew was debriefed and placed in three-week quarantine, the 

last crew to endure the post-flight ordeal, as the moon was deemed to be 

void of any life, including extraterrestrial viruses.  

It was during quarantine that an experiment conducted by Mitchell 

during the flight came to light in the press. In the months prior to 

Apollo 14, while on vacation in the Bahamas, Mitchell met two 

physicians, Edward Maxey and Edward Boyle, who shared his curiosity 

about para-normal studies. It occurred to them that an unusual oppor-

tunity for a telepathy study was presenting itself.  

In the past, they knew that parapsychologists had discovered that 

the time and distance between two participants in a telepathy experi-

ment had no effect on the results. The transmission and reception of 

telepathic communications appeared to be instantaneous. A renowned 
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psychologist at Duke University, Dr. J. B. Rhine, had conducted experi-

ments in the field for thirty years with positive results.  

Now, the “three Eds,” as they called themselves, saw an opportunity 

to test the results across the furthest possible distance ever traveled—

more than 200,000 miles between participants. But because this would 

be a personal, ad hoc experiment, they would have to keep their plans 

confidential, because the press corps that blanketed the Cape could blow 

the experiment out of proportion.  

During the Apollo 14 flight, before Mitchell retired to his hammock 

each “night,” he pulled out a table of random numbers and five distinct 

symbols arranged on a clipboard. He would concentrate on a symbol four 

times for fifteen seconds. Meanwhile, through tens of thousands of miles 

of empty space, his collaborators in Florida would attempt to jot down 

the symbols in the same sequence that Mitchell had randomly arranged 

on the clipboard. Mitchell repeated the process twenty times on the 

journey to and from the moon.  

Even before splashdown, the story of the experiment was leaked to a 

reporter and was all over the press. One morning during the first week 

of quarantine, Shepard came across an article in a stack of newspapers 

entitled, “Astronaut Does ESP Experiment on Moon Flight.” He chuck-

led as he read, certain it was an absurdity dreamed up by some creative 

reporter. He leaned over the table to tell Edgar about it. After an 

awkward silence, Mitchell told him that he had in fact done it. Shepard 

looked up, nonplused. But a moment later, Mitchell thought he saw a 

glint of mirth in Shepard’s eye as he turned his attention to his break-

fast plate. The subject was never brought up again.  

At his first opportunity after quarantine, Mitchell collected the 

results of his private experiment and submitted them to Dr. Rhine. At 

the Duke laboratory, Rhine’s analysis pointed toward a positive result. 

Seeking verification, the participants sought a second analysis by Dr. 

Karlis Osis in New York, a well-known researcher in the field. Dr. Osis 

reported the statistics were such that there was only a one-in-three-

thousand probability that the results were purely chance. The experi-

ment indicated an underlying force at play. The results reinforced 

Mitchell’s scientific interest in the power of the conscious mind. 

 

In spite of the entire crew’s superb performance during the mission, 

Alan Shepard had become so notorious for his previous flight on 
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Freedom 7 that few could recall the name of his fellow moonwalker. “It 

was always ‘Alan Shepard and that other guy,’” Mitchell said. To 

remedy this, after quarantine Mitchell started growing a beard to 

distinguish himself. The result was only marginally successful, he said. 

“It then became ‘Alan Shepard and the guy with a beard.’”  

Given the overriding pressure of mission-critical tasks, Mitchell 

exercised his option not to leave the First Lunar Bible on the moon, and 

after his release from quarantine, he retrieved his PPK and headed for 

the Manned Spacecraft Center to meet an anxiously awaiting Reverend 

Stout. As Mitchell handed Stout the packets containing the lunar 

Bibles, a photographer captured a beaming Reverend Stout—and “the 

guy with a beard.”  

Upon hearing of the event at the Northwestern University Traffic 

Institute in Evanston, Illinois, Reverend Stout’s brother, James, a 

Sergeant in the Ft. Worth Police Department, arranged for a press 

release and announced to law enforcement attendees from across the 

country that several of their names had just landed on the moon. West 

Virginia State Trooper W. J. Shaw, Lt. Bernard J. Roberts of Madison, 

Wisconsin, and Sgt. Benny R. Dickison of Rockford, Illinois, were among 

the many listed on the First Lunar Bible Honor Roll.  

The news release hit the airways instantly. An American astronaut 

had landed a Bible on the moon. Newspapers and media across the 

country picked up the story. From Hollywood, a journalist reported:  

 

I was intrigued by the report in the Los Angeles Times, 

March 28, 1971, that Edgar Mitchell had carried the all-time 

best seller, a Bible, to the moon. Congratulations to all 

concerned on pulling this off. When zippy-do authors can 

publicly off-load bilge to the effect that astronauts should be 

given the razzle-dazzle treatment of playboy athletes, news of 

this nature is like a breath of fresh air. 

 

More news organizations were contacted and a media bonfire ensued 

amid a whirlwind of inaccurate and sometimes fictitious reports that 

Mitchell had carried the Bibles in the pocket of his spacesuit or had left 

one on the moon—which he had not. The stories were as varied as they 

were incredible. Stout was overwhelmed; Mitchell was miffed. The 

stories would generate misconceptions and queries from the public for 

years to come.  
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Shortly after their release from quarantine, Alan Shepard and Edgar 

Mitchell were welcomed in Washington, D.C. by a delighted President 

Nixon to receive the Distinguished Service Medal. Nixon joked with 

Shepard, placed the prestigious medal around his neck, and then turned 

to Mitchell—at which point the President fumbled with the second 

medal and dropped it flat on the floor. The President’s smile quickly 

turned to a wince as he covered his eyes in embarrassment. The fumble 

was captured on camera and the following day’s newspapers displayed a 

photo sequence showing an obviously amused Mitchell taking the pres-

idential gaff in stride.  

Apollo 14 would be the last spaceflight for Shepard and the only one 

for Mitchell and Roosa. The extraordinary skill of the crew saved the 

program from another failure and, in essence, redeemed the Apollo 

program for three more missions. Shepard and Mitchell retrieved 94 

pounds of lunar soil and rocks, and Roosa’s photography helped the 

selection of future landing sites that geologists were eager to explore.  

Later analysis proved Mitchell had been right about the location of 

Cone Crater. After comparing data on their lunar trek against Fra 

Mauro photo maps, NASA scientists estimated the astronauts had 

stopped within 65 feet of its rim. As one of the participating geologists 

later put it to Shepard, “You weren’t lost, and you didn’t know it.” 
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“And a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and brake in 

pieces the rocks before the Lord; but the Lord was not in the 

wind: and after the wind an earthquake; but the Lord was not in 

the earthquake: and after the earthquake a fire; but the Lord 

was not in the fire: and after the fire a still small voice.”  

— 1 Kings 19:11, 12 

33 

A Still Small Voice 

“Apollo is a pagan god!” blurted Madalyn O’Hair in a letter to 

Reverend Stout at news of Apollo 14’s successful lunar Bible landing. 

O’Hair—who had knocked prayer and Bible-reading out of public 

schools—had tried to stop the astronauts from putting a Bible on the 

moon, but her influence fell short. The Bible made it to the moon, 

anyway, although the woman opined that the Bible didn’t amount to 

much anyway.  

O’Hair’s letter wasn’t the only abhorrent one Stout received. With 

the news release of the lunar Bible landing came other letters, one in 

particular from a man in Tampa, Florida.  

“He used the word ‘God’ thirteen times in the letter—in the wrong 

way,” said Stout. “He called me every name in the book.”  

Edgar Mitchell received a similar letter from the same man but with 

more sinister undertones, stating that he would “get rid of him” if he ever 

did anything like that again. Since Mitchell was a government employee, 

the letter was an indirect threat against NASA, and the FBI was called 

in to look at the two letters.  

Stout wasn’t easily threatened, however, and chose a more ministerial 

approach. “I see you mentioned God thirteen times,” he responded in a 

letter to the recalcitrant Tampa writer. “And if you did that, you must 

be a very religious person and you have come to us because you need to 

be prayed for. Just let us know and we’ll pray for you.” The Tampa man 

was never heard from again.  



A Still Small Voice 

 

268 

Madalyn O’Hair, however, remained undeterred. Around this time 

she began calling herself Dr. O’Hair. “I want money and power and I’m 

going to get it,” she said. After Apollo 14, O’Hair, billed as the world’s 

most notorious non-believer, infidel, and atheist, undertook a tour of 

tent debates wherein she solicited local pastors to debate Christianity 

vs. Atheism, splitting any profits with her debater.  

O’Hair and a Louisiana pastor, Reverend Bob Harrington, met and 

debated several times. Most of their appearances were arranged by local 

radio personalities in Texas and Louisiana. They ran ads in local news-

papers, beginning in Tennessee as the “demon-directed damsel” and “the 

Chaplain of Bourbon Street.” A gospel band was hired to stir the crowds, 

and when the spectators were warmed up, Harrington and O’Hair were 

introduced like two prize-fighters. O’Hair would first incite the audience 

with statements that derided God and the Bible, prompting the crowd to 

cry out for a lynching. When it was Harrington’s turn to speak, he’d yell, 

“You people here who don’t know God had better get saved—look who 

you’re going to hell with!” O’Hair would dash back on stage, enraged, 

and attempt to wrestle the microphone from Harrington. Then she 

would knock down the American flag and jump on it. At this point, 

Harrington would take up the offering and ask people to “vote” for him 

or O’Hair with dollars by checking the appropriate picture on the 

envelope. As soon as the show was over, the pair split contributions.  

On one occasion at Rice University, O’Hair challenged anyone to 

debate her about religious faith. Stout took her up on it, inviting her to 

debate him at Herman Park in Houston during a conference sponsored 

by the International Bible Society.  

“You’re not of my stature,” she informed him. “Now if you get Billy 

Graham to come, I might do it.”  

“Well we’re going to have it anyway and there’ll be a chair for you,” 

Stout told her. “If you don’t show up, the chair will still be there.”  

O’Hair wrote a quick sarcastic response: “Well, the chair will be 

empty unless you get Billy Graham to show up and charge a fee and I 

get to take charge of the money for the debate and get at least 50% of all 

the money and then have reproduction rights for the debate. And then 

I’ll come.” Across the bottom of the note, imprinted in bold letters, was 

O’Hair’s standard correspondence footer: “TAX THE CHURCH.”  

But O’Hair had stated at Rice University that she would debate 

anyone and Stout intended to hold her to it. So he proposed that they 

allot debate time based on the percentage of letters received at NASA 

pledging support for one or the other. Only four letters arrived in 
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support of O’Hair. “That would be about four seconds of time for her in 

the debate,” Stout said. “She never showed up.”  

Instead, O’Hair appeared at a college in Ohio. In her speech she 

lambasted the clergy and church officers. She harassed the religious 

students and professors, harangued those who trusted in prayer and 

mocked religious Americans as stupid. In her address, O’Hair referred 

to God as “Big Daddy,” Jesus Christ as “J.C.,” and the Holy Ghost as 

“the spook.” Afterward, she took questions, which she used to further 

rail about religious ideas and spiritual beliefs. The audience was 

stunned.  

As the event was about to break up, from the back of the auditorium 

came the small voice of a college girl. She spoke quietly and lovingly.  

“Mrs. O’Hair, I’m so happy you came to speak to all of us at our 

college tonight. We have listened with attention to your tirade on our 

beliefs. We thank you for showing all of us what an atheist is. We appre-

ciate your concern for us, but now in turn we must be ever grateful for 

your visit, because now and forever we have been strengthened in our 

Christian beliefs by listening to you tonight . . . . Thank you, because 

you have strengthened my faith. Now I’ll have even more love for ‘Big 

Daddy,’ ‘J.C.,’ and ‘the spook.’ So again, I say thank you, and bless your 

soul.” 

It was the first time O’Hair was at a loss for words.  

 

By this time Madalyn was in full-blown war with NASA, and the Apollo 

Prayer League was actively involved in O’Hair vs. Paine. The case was 

scheduled for a hearing by the U.S. Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals before 

Justice Roberts, who Madalyn told a reporter “simply hates my guts.” 

Judge Roberts tersely dismissed O’Hair’s complaint against NASA, 

stating “Mrs. O’Hair’s contention that the judicial oath ‘So help me God’ 

systematically excludes agnostics and atheists from the judiciary 

approaches absurdity.”  

Having suffered defeat at all levels of the legal system, O’Hair’s 

rants against NASA began to wane. Much to her disgust, the Prayer 

League’s prayerful support for the Apollo missions didn’t end with the 

biblical landing of Apollo 14. Another mission was following on its 

heels.  

On July 26, 1971, three Air Force officers, David R. Scott, James B. 

Irwin and Alfred M. Worden, were scheduled to launch on Apollo 15. 

Aerospace Ministries distributed pamphlets containing material 
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suitable for a special Apollo 15 mission church service, complete with 

hymns, prayers, and an invocation. In it Reverend Stout recounted a 

story of hope: 

 

Ten years ago a young officer just out of flight school was 

with a student pilot in a light plane that crashed on a 

desert of the southwestern part of the United States. Fortu-

nately, the plane did not explode. When they were finally 

pulled from the totally demolished plane and taken to the 

hospital, it was discovered that the young officer had two 

broken legs, a brain concussion, and many other injuries, 

including a broken jaw. And when he finally regained 

consciousness he had amnesia. His friends prayed for him in 

his recovery and in four months he was on his feet. He 

overcame that difficulty and in doing so set new goals for 

himself. His name is Lt. Col James Irwin. And he is going to 

the moon. 

 

The invocation closed with a prayer written for the Apollo 15 crew 

by APL member Hallie Mills Dozier: “Our heavenly Father . . . open 

their eyes, we pray, to recognize Thy greatness in all they behold.”  

She could not have imagined how this prayer was about to be 

answered.  
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“Jesus Christ walking on this earth is more important than man 

walking on the moon.” 

— James Irwin, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 15 

34 

Apollo 15: One Red Bible 

It was an iconic moment in the history of scientific inquiry. Dave Scott, 

the commander of Apollo 15, stood on the moon before a television 

camera, poised to replicate a famous experiment conducted more than 

four hundred years earlier. 

“In my left hand I have a feather,” Scott said, “in my right hand, a 

hammer. I guess one of the reasons we got here today was because of a 

gentleman by the name of Galileo a long time ago who made a discovery 

about falling objects and gravity fields, and we thought where would be 

a better place to confirm his findings than on the moon? And so we 

thought we’d try it here for ya.” 

Scott dropped the feather and the hammer at the same time, and 1.3 

seconds later they simultaneously hit the lunar surface. 

“Well, how about that,” Scott went on. “Mr. Galileo was correct in 

his findings.” 

That summer of 1971 the Apollo 15 mission was thought to be the 

very essence of science. And it was. But there was another mission taking 

place beyond the view of the public. Three Russian cosmonauts had just 

set a new endurance record for time spent in space. Vladislav Volkov, 

Georgi Dobrovolski, and Viktor Patsayev had been living and working for 

the preceding twenty-four days orbiting the earth on the Salyut 1 Soviet 

space station when they finally oriented their spacecraft for reentry. 

It was a moment of triumph for the Soviet space agency, which had 

looked on as one Apollo mission after another landed on the moon and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vladislav_Volkov
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Georgi_Dobrovolski
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viktor_Patsayev
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safely returned. Now, as the Soyuz 11 spacecraft tore back through the 

atmosphere and the parachutes blossomed over the steppes of Khazak-

stan, nothing seemed amiss—except that radio contact with the crew 

hadn’t been reestablished since the reentry blackout. The spacecraft 

remained eerily quiet as a helicopter landed alongside. When recovery 

crews opened the hatch, they found the cosmonauts in their seats, har-

nessed in place. All three were dead. 

An investigation revealed that Soyuz 11 had sprung a leak during 

reentry, depressurizing the cabin and killing the crew within seconds. 

The tragedy left the Soviet space program reeling.  

“The price they paid was not fair,” said a grieving Yevgeny 

Yevtushenko, the revered Russian poet. President Nixon acknowledged 

that the cosmonauts had contributed greatly to “the widening of man’s 

horizons.” The tragedy also gave rise to a growing debate in America as 

to why the U.S. was still going to the moon at all. The missions were 

expensive, and the Soyuz 11 tragedy demonstrated once again that 

manned space exploration was dangerous. To underscore their point, 

NASA critics pointed to another Soviet development. 

In September of 1970, an unmanned Soviet probe had traveled to 

and from the moon, bringing back a lunar soil sample at a fraction of the 

cost of a manned mission. War was still raging in the jungles of Vietnam 

and there was a growing consensus that the U.S. couldn’t afford to carry 

on both a war and a manned space program at the same time.  

But NASA had a bold answer to that question. Apollo 15, it said, 

would be one of the great scientific expeditions in human history, 

destined to touch the soul of mankind. Apollo 15 Lunar Module Pilot 

Jim Irwin would call it a “Mission to the Heart of Creation.” 

 

He was a world-class field geologist and a true legend in his time. But 

Lee Silver's greatest gift was as a teacher, and that was why NASA 

officials called upon him to teach field geology to the astronauts. In 1969 

Silver began by taking Lunar Module Pilot Jim Irwin and Commander 

Dave Scott into the interior of the Sonoran Desert in a mud-splattered 

four-wheel-drive truck. After days studying rocks under a blistering sun, 

Silver and his astronauts emerged in the lobby of a remote hotel, 

unshaven, clothes embedded with dust, their skin burned by the desert 

sun. The next day, in 100-degree heat, Silver once again led them 

through the barren and hostile landscapes, pointing out geologic 

features, faults, and the striations, shades, textures and general 
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makeup of the variegated layers of rock. He instructed them how to 

interpret what they saw. He taught them to see the world around them 

as he saw it—through the eyes of a geological scientist. But geology, 

more than a scientific study, was an art that typically took years for 

garden variety geology students to fully “see” and comprehend. Scott 

and Irwin had only a few months to develop an intuitive sense of what 

to actually “see.” 

The Apollo 15 mission would carry with it a whole new level of 

ambition for NASA. Vicariously following the astronauts as they 

tromped around on the lunar surface would be a team of geologists, 

geochemists, and geophysicists in the Science Operations Room across 

the hallway from Mission Control. While the astronauts broadcast live 

pictures back to earth, the scientists could direct their movements, ask 

them to sample particular rocks, and help answer specific questions in 

real time. In the past, television had been merely a means of commun-

icating an adventure to the people on earth. Now it would be harnessed 

in the service of science. 

Without a doubt, the most distinguishing feature of the mission was 

the new lunar rover. While the Apollo 14 astronauts hauled what 

appeared to be a cumbersome lunar shopping cart on the moon, Apollo 

15 had in essence a 500-pound electric dune-buggy capable of carrying 

two astronauts up to thirty-six linear miles over the lunar surface. 

Boeing had built only three. Its design was a clever piece of engineering. 

The two-seated vehicle, nicknamed “Chitty Chitty Boeing Boeing,” had 

four-wheel drive and was carried to the moon collapsed and affixed to 

the outside of the LM. There was independent steering for both the front 

and rear wheels. Although a miracle of design, it looked homemade, 

something designed by a Popular Mechanics contributor and crafted 

inside a hobbyist's suburban garage. For instance, the tires were made 

of woven piano wire and the radiator was literally packed in beeswax, a 

substance known to withstand extreme heat. The price tag, however, 

was anything but ordinary—each rover cost $8 million.  

While the rover afforded the ability to explore a vast area near the 

landing site, it also presented new dangers. What if the rover broke 

down several miles from the lunar module, well beyond walking 

distance? What if there was an emergency that required the crew to 

leave the surface right away? Everyone knew the answers, but as Apollo 

15 Command Module Pilot Al Worden said, “Each astronaut resolves 

before each flight that they're not coming back. It's just something you 

get right with.”  
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Like his crewmates, Worden had come into the Astronaut Corps by 

way of the Air Force. A graduate of West Point with two master’s de-

grees in Engineering from the University of Michigan, he had served as 

backup command module pilot for Apollo 12 and in the fall of 1969 was 

selected as the command module pilot for Apollo 15. His commander, 

Dave Scott, was six feet tall, athletic, and handsome, and presented 

America’s image of the astronaut. “We all hated him because he was so 

darn good looking,” said test crewman Charlie Dry. “Everybody wanted 

to be Dave Scott.”  

Scott, an Air Force fighter pilot, joined the Astronaut Corp in 1963 

with the third group. Three years later he and Neil Armstrong barely 

escaped death when Gemini 8 began to spin out of control due to a 

malfunctioning thruster and Armstrong aborted the mission. Scott made 

up for the lost opportunity with the success of Apollo 9. 

Commander Scott was known as something of an over-achiever, 

even in the company of a famously over-achieving group. He stunned 

those around him with his ability to keep going and going, without rest 

and without sleep—like a robot. Before he and his crew began working 

with Lee Silver, Scott told them that he wanted the Apollo 15 mission to 

bring back the absolute maximum amount of scientific data. As one 

Apollo mission followed another, he wanted his mission to stand out. 

In a world where marriages were endlessly tested, Scott’s wife, 

Lurton, decided to meet her husband on his own turf. Shortly after 

learning the nature of her husband's mission, she signed up for an 

introductory class in geology at the University of Houston and learned 

the theory and vocabulary her husband was learning in the desert. After 

long absences, she could talk with her husband about what he and 

Silver, “the old cowboy,” had been doing all day in the desert of Califor-

nia. During the turbulent days of Apollo, the Scott marriage seemed to 

thrive while others followed a rockier path. 

 

Lunar Module Pilot Jim Irwin’s marriage was one of those on a rockier 

terrain.  

“When I was a lad,” Irwin said, “the moon [had] a strange fascin-

ation for me . . . when I looked at the moon, a feeling overcame me and I 

just thought that someday I’d be able to go there. And I told our neigh-

bors that I was going to go to the moon, I told my mother and father, 

and they all laughed at me. My mother was a little more direct. She 

said, ‘Son, that’s foolishness. Man will never be able to go to the moon.’” 
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At forty, Irwin was one of the oldest members of the Original 19. He 

had a quiet self-confidence about him, a maturity that set him apart. 

Perhaps almost losing his life and livelihood in the 1961 plane crash had 

reordered his sense of what mattered. The trauma fostered a devout 

religious faith, something Irwin carried with him long after his recovery. 

Few of his fellow astronauts knew of his faith, as he wasn’t especially 

close to any of them. He reserved close friendship almost exclusively for 

his wife and children. Yet he was close to Dave Scott. The two comple-

mented one another. Scott was naturally authoritative, while Irwin felt 

comfortable supporting his commander.  

Although its purpose was expressly scientific, the upcoming Apollo 

15 mission would prove to be an intensely spiritual journey for Irwin, 

one he found difficult to share with his wife. Soon the couple began 

growing apart, the two of them attending separate churches—Irwin the 

Nassau Bay Baptist Church, and Mary the local Seventh Day Advent-

ists. Mary Irwin’s faith had been tested when her brother died in a 

hiking accident.  

“Somehow the death of her brother caused her to feel she ought to 

get closer to the Lord,” Irwin said, “and the only way she felt she could 

do that was to go back to her own church.” Their separate religious 

paths became a wedge in their marriage. When Irwin went to Scott for 

advice, his commander counseled patience. 

“Everybody goes through it,” he said. “It’ll change.” 

The Irwins resolved to take a vacation in Acapulco—their first 

without their four children. But at dinner their first night at a restau-

rant overlooking Acapulco Bay, a waiter approached with a message 

from someone at NASA. Irwin immediately went to the phone to call Dr. 

Jim McGee, one of the agency doctors. 

“Jim,” he said, “there’s been an accident at home. Three of your 

children are in the hospital.” 

The couple was on the next plane home, where they learned that 

three of their four children had been injured playing in a construction 

zone near their home. The injuries were serious but not life-threatening. 

Although the Irwins were relieved, their marriage continued to struggle. 

“[Mary] distrusted the glory and fame and adulation that are heaped 

on astronauts,” Irwin said. “It wasn’t part of her life.” Being the wife of 

an Air Force officer, as Mary Irwin had been, was strange enough. Being 

the wife of a test pilot was even stranger. “And being the wife of an 

astronaut is strangest of all,” Irwin said. “Mary would be quite content 

to be the wife of a farmer.”  
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When Jim learned in late 1969 that he would be the lunar module 

pilot for Apollo 15, life at home became more difficult. The emotional 

turmoil became so great that he considered quitting the astronaut corps. 

He even rehearsed what he would say to Deke Slayton: “Just take me off 

the crew. I don’t think I’m going to be ready for the flight.” When he told 

Mary of his plans, she shrugged and replied, “Do what you want.” 

To Jim’s and Mary’s surprise, it was at this point—precisely at their 

darkest hour—that their marriage began to show signs of life. As Jim 

put it, “Things slowly began to straighten themselves out for both of us.” 

As the marriage slowly mended, Irwin found that his ability to focus on 

the mission improved dramatically. He began to develop a strange new 

awareness. “It was a feeling that God was very close to us and to the 

entire Apollo 15 mission. What I did not know at the time was that this 

feeling was destined for growth.”  

At first, God’s proximity was beyond definition for Irwin. A month 

before liftoff, he shared it with the congregation at Nassau Bay Baptist 

Church by way of a poem by James Dillet Freeman cut out of a book and 

sent to him before the flight. The poem I Am There expressed that God 

is with man when he is engaging in everyday business, as well as when 

he is on a great adventure. “It was my feeling,” Irwin said about the 

poem, “that God was with mankind as man felt his way out into space.” 

The poem began: 

 

I am there when you pray and when you do not pray.  

I am in you, and you are in Me. Only in your mind can you 

feel separate from Me, for only in your mind are the mists of 

‘yours’ and ‘mine.’ Yet only with your mind can you know Me 

and experience Me. 

 

Irwin’s relationship with his church family steadily matured during 

the final weeks before the mission as he came to see a connection between 

his church and the moon shot. The mission, they decided, was an event 

they would share together by way of a “prayer pact.” The document 

prepared by the church was simple enough. On it was a photograph of 

Nassau Bay Baptist Church and beneath it a verse from Mark 16:15: 

 

Go unto all the world and preach the gospel to every 

creature. Our prayers go with James B. Irwin, David R. Scott 

and Alfred M. Worden—Apollo 15 Crew. 
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“When we left the earth, we carried a microfilmed copy of the prayer 

pact,” Irwin said. “Two hundred and fifty church members signed in 

very small script.”  

As the mission fast approached, Jim and Mary Irwin were again a 

committed couple. The last few days, however, they spent apart. Dave 

Scott’s wife, Lurton, had advised Mary to keep her physical distance 

from Jim, saying, “What if you’re harboring a bug, and suddenly it 

erupted during the flight?” 

“Don’t ask me to come out [to see you],” she told her husband over 

the phone in Florida. “I want to come out so badly,” she added. 

Deep down, Irwin agreed that keeping their distance was for the 

best. This meant that he may have hugged his wife and children for the 

last time, and the thought broke his heart. “The last time I saw Mary and 

the family before the flight they were behind glass.”  

It turned out to have been the right decision. The day before the 

flight, Mary fell ill. She was grateful she hadn’t “given in to my inner 

feelings” and gone to see Jim off.  

When Apollo 15 launched on July 26, 1971, Irwin was singularly 

focused on the mission and its “scientific aspect.” As the spacecraft 

thrust into space, he felt an overwhelming sense of release from all 

earthly cares. The violent ride was accompanied by an upwelling of 

emotion that nearly brought him to tears. 

“I didn’t have any notion of the spiritual voyage whatsoever,” he 

said. “It would have been beyond my wildest imagination to guess that 

this flight would not satisfy me—that I would come back to earth a 

different person, bound for a higher flight.”  

 

Onboard Apollo 15 was the heaviest and largest payload ever carried 

into space. First there was the ALSEP, the Apollo Lunar Surface Exper-

iments Package, a collection of scientific instruments that would 

measure the moon’s geological and physical characteristics. Also aboard 

was the rover, increasing the weight of the lunar module by several 

thousand pounds. There were also other things that NASA officials had 

no idea were aboard. 

During the run-up to launch, Scott had quietly gone about making a 

plaque with the names of the fourteen astronauts and cosmonauts who 

had died since the beginning of the Space Race, including the three 

cosmonauts aboard Soyuz 11. He also had a small figurine made, 

representing “The Fallen Astronaut” to leave lying on the moon. Irwin 
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helped in the project by making sure the names of the Russians were 

spelled correctly, while Al Worden came up with the figurine.  

There were other things onboard that, in light of the O’Hair lawsuit, 

NASA officials would rather not know about, including Irwin’s prayer 

pact. And although few knew it, Irwin, a devout Baptist, and Scott, a 

member of the vestry in the local Episcopal Church, had brought along a 

small red leather Bible. When Irwin told friend Charlie Dry on the 

technical support crew about the Bible, Charlie asked, “Where are you 

going to put it? You’re only allowed so much space and weight.” 

“That’s okay,” Jim said, “I’ll take everything else out if I have to.”  

“And, by golly, he did it,” said Charlie. 

 

 

On the third day of the mission, as Apollo 15 neared the moon, gravity 

was nowhere to be found inside the command module Endeavour, 

creating a situation that, while not totally unpredictable, had the 

potential for creating a serious problem. There it was, a blob of tomato 

soup floating around the hatch.  

“We take gravity for granted,” said Worden. “Remove gravity and 

you can’t keep your head in place—and soup doesn’t stay in the spoon. 

We had a ball of tomato soup float around that might get into the 

instrument panel.”  

Food had to be mixed with various components to eat, and if the 

soup was too hot, they would let a spoonful float around the cabin to cool 

and catch it as it came back around. The crew would let each member’s 

respective rations float in rotation around the cabin and grab theirs as it 

passed by. Rations were color-coded by crew member so they knew which 

to grab. One of the soups floated away from them. As the blob waltzed 

around the cabin, the bizarre mess threatened the spacecraft's electron-

ics. Finally, they managed to throw a towel around it, which netted the 

blob and absorbed the liquid.  

The moon grew larger and larger in the window, and on July 29, 

Apollo 15 slipped into the darkness of the backside of the moon. As he 

viewed this strange new world through the prism of his faith, Irwin 

knew his life was changed forever. He was overwhelmed by the sheer 

beauty of the moon, which he saw as evidence of “the nearness of God.” 

This sense of awe and faith would dominate his thoughts in the coming 

days.  

The jagged ridge of the moon’s 12,000-foot Apennine Mountains 

towered over an immense canyon called the Hadley Rille, and both 
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posed unique dangers as the Falcon attempted to land. As Scott and 

Irwin guided the lunar module over the mountains, the pitchover failed 

to reveal the craters they had studied on the pre-flight models.  

“We had four craters lined up on the maps for our landing site: 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and Index,” laughed Scott, intended to represent 

the four gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. “We couldn’t use 

‘John’ because of Madalyn Murray O’Hair. [So] we called the last one 

Index, because Index was where we were supposed to land.” But as they 

pitched over and peered out the window, they saw nothing resembling 

the craters. What came into view was a row of craters with only a vague 

resemblance—but it was indeed the landing site.  

The next surprise came during descent when Falcon’s engine pre-

maturely shut down. Even in one-sixth of earth’s gravity, this was a 

problem, as the Falcon was nearly 2,500 pounds heavier than previous 

lunar modules.  

“Man, we hit hard,” Irwin said. “Then we started pitching and 

rolling to the side . . . . I was sure something was broken. If the lunar 

module turns over on its side, you can’t get back from the moon.” For a 

good ten seconds, Scott and Irwin held their breaths. 

From their vantage, it was impossible to tell what condition the 

craft was in. In any case, Mission Control broke the good news a few 

long seconds later: “You have a Stay.” The two astronauts started 

pounding each other’s backs “like we had just made a winning 

touchdown in a football game,” said Irwin. 

After preparing the lunar module for an emergency liftoff, they 

climbed to the top of the hatch to gaze at their surroundings, Mesmer-

ized by the soft, golden brown mountains and the ridge of the Hadley 

Gorge just a mile away. The mountains reminded Irwin of Colorado 

mountains above the timberline in summertime.  

“My first reaction was: this isn’t a strange world at all,” Irwin said. 

“I feel right at home.”  

 

 

“Okay, Houston,” Dave Scott announced to Mission Control as he became 

the seventh man to set foot on the moon. “As I journey out here into the 

wonders of Hadley, I come to realize that there is a fundamental truth 

to our nature: man must explore. And this is exploration at its greatest.” 

Behind him was Jim Irwin, whose thoughts were somewhat less 

grandiose. “Oh, my golly,” he said to himself, “I’m going to fall on my 

backside in front of all those millions of television viewers.”  
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The first order of business was to deploy the rover, folded up like a 

lawn chair and affixed to the side of Falcon. Once they unfolded it, the 

astronauts climbed aboard and drove off at a whopping six miles per hour, 

galloping over the desolate landscape, bouncing into the black sky with 

each bump. The rover was fun to drive and had a navigation system to 

eliminate the difficulties that bedeviled Shepard and Mitchell on Apollo 14.  

The first excursion was up Hadley Rille. The entire foray was docu-

mented by a panoramic lens of a television camera mounted to the rover, 

which allowed the Surface Geology Team in the Science Operations 

Room at Mission Control to guide them in their work. The astronauts’ 

greatest challenge would be to find a primordial rock sample. Many of 

the geologists were doubtful Irwin and Scott would recognize, much less 

locate, one in the lunar environment.  

Rare primordial rocks have very specific characteristics. Such a rock 

would be pure white and contain a mineral called plagioclase, matter 

that was formed when the moon cooled billions of years ago. Perhaps the 

greatest preflight concern by the geologists had been the question of 

moon dust. The astronauts would have to grab, with tong-like tools, as 

many different samples of rock as they could find, hoping that one would 

be the pure white plagioclase that scientists back home had told them to 

be on the lookout for. This mineral, the scientists suspected, was going 

to be genesis rock, a sample of the original lunar crust from around the 

time the moon was formed.  

All that Scott and Irwin had to do was locate one under the blanket 

of powdery dust. Irwin was mindful that their chances were not great. 

He felt it would take divine direction, and prayer. “Perhaps the most 

important prayer of all was to petition God to allow us to find a sample 

of genesis rock in spite of the dust,” he said.  

On the first day of exploration, Scott and Irwin didn’t find what they 

were looking for. 

“Through all of this, I never lost the feeling of the closeness of God,” 

Irwin said. That night, before falling asleep in Falcon, he felt the same 

anticipation he had experienced when he made the prayer pact at his 

church back home. “Please Lord,” he prayed, “help us have a rewarding 

exploration tomorrow.”  

 

The next morning Irwin and Scott emerged from Falcon and climbed 

aboard the rover, this time to explore Mount Hadley. Bouncing along at 

max speed, Scott drove 300 feet up the side of the mountain and then 
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headed to Spur Crater. As they drove down the other side, the rover 

began to slide. 

“The back wheel’s off the ground,” Irwin shouted.  

Scott checked his speed. If they got stuck it would be a long walk 

back to the lunar module and the mission would be scrapped.  

By now Irwin was in the throes of an experience he could only 

describe as mystical, enraptured by the sense that God himself was 

guiding him and his crewmate. As they came to a crater, old and badly 

mauled by millions of years’ bombardment, they dismounted the rover 

and began their exploration across the dust on foot.  

And there it was.  

Irwin and Scott saw it at almost the same time; they could not have 

missed it. Incredibly, one peculiar-looking rock sat in the center of the 

crater perched on a sort of pedestal, almost as if a hand were holding it 

up. Even before they reached to grab it they realized it was not like any 

of the rocks they had seen before. Slowly Dave lifted the rock from atop 

its pedestal and turned it over. The underside was pure white.  

“Oh man, look at that,” he said. “Look at the glint. Guess what we 

just found! I think we found what we came for, a crystalline rock . . . . 

Bag it up. I’ll make this bag 196, a special bag.” With a sense of awe and 

wonderment they carried the rock back to the lunar rover.  

“How was it possible, in an environment where no wind blew, no 

rain washed?” Irwin thought. “How was it possible for Genesis Rock to 

have been shown to us with no disguising cover of dust?” To Irwin the 

answer was clear.  

“I feel now that the power of God was working in me the whole time 

I was on the flight,” he said. “I felt His presence on the moon in the most 

immediate and overwhelming way. There I was, a test pilot, a nuts-and-

bolts type who had gotten rather skeptical about God, and suddenly I 

was asking God to solve my problems on the moon. I was relying on God 

rather than on Houston. Then there was my powerful desire to have a 

service on the moon, to witness. All this time God was taking over my 

life and I didn’t even realize it.”  

The exuberant astronauts returned to the lunar module. Irwin was 

overcome. That night, he prayed in his hammock, floating in the faint 

gravity. In spite of the O’Hair lawsuit and the squeamishness of NASA, 

Irwin decided that he would say something the following day. As he 

drifted into sleep, he prayed that he would say it well. 
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As the astronauts attempted their final night of sleep, reports of the 

mission’s success swept the world. A rock nearly as old as the solar 

system itself had been found on the moon. Newscasters were reporting 

the discovery of the “Genesis Rock.”  

Dr. Robin Brett, a scientist at the Mission Control Center, could 

hardly contain his excitement. “The knowledge we get from this 

mission,” he announced, “will at least equal and perhaps exceed what 

we’ve learned from all the past missions combined.”  

His statement was bold, but by no means an exaggeration. The 

Genesis Rock would soon be analyzed by scientists, who would age-date 

the rock at 4.15 billion years—the oldest rock ever found by man. The 

discovery would confirm scientific theories around the world that the 

earth and moon were most likely created at the same time. 

Their final night on the moon was brief, and both astronauts awoke 

deeply fatigued. Even Scott, famous for his superhuman reserves of 

energy, was exhausted. 

Eight hours later, for the last time, they went out on the rover to 

explore. Soon Houston was calling for them to return to the lunar module 

and begin preparing for liftoff. Although exhausted, neither wanted their 

adventure to end. Each man had matters to attend to before leaving. As 

they headed back to the rover, Irwin took a moment to gather his 

thoughts. 

“Oh, look at the mountains when they are all sunlit,” Scott said. 

“Isn’t that beautiful?” 

Irwin saw his opening.  

“Dave, that reminds me of a favorite biblical passage in the Psalms 

[121],” he replied. “I look unto the hills, from whence cometh my help. 

My help cometh from the Lord.” Irwin paused for a moment, then 

immediately added, “Well, we do get quite a bit of help from Mission 

Control and Houston, too.” He confided later, “I was afraid they might 

turn the radio off if I didn’t give them equal credit.”  

Minutes later, and without much ado, Scott conspicuously an-

nounced that he was going to “clean up behind the rover.” He had carried 

with him to the moon a few items “that had been left off the check-list,” 

he said later, and neither astronaut let Houston in on the activity. 

While Irwin prepared the Falcon for liftoff, Scott drove the rover to a 

small rise about 300 feet from the lunar module. From that vantage, 

they could aim the TV camera at the lunar module for liftoff. Scott then 

produced the small red Bible. He made the final switch settings on the 

camera and then propped the Bible atop the rover’s control panel. He 
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left it there, he would later say, because “it was the most important 

document ever written—the instruction book for life.” He didn’t mention 

the Bible in his communications with Mission Control. It wasn’t until 

years later that it surfaced in a parting photo of the lunar rover, a tiny 

red speck tilted against the center control panel, “so that those who 

came after would know that we came from a world of believers,” said 

Irwin. 

Scott then walked over to a small crater where he placed the figure-

ine face down alongside the plaque commemorating the fallen astronauts. 

During their return trip, Al Worden performed the first and longest 

deep space walk ever recorded from a command module. “One thing 

becomes clear when floating 240,000 miles from home,” he reflected 

later. “God did it all.”  

As they approached the home planet, Worden directed Endeavour’s 

entry into the earth’s atmosphere. Blazing through a reentry fireball, 

upside down and backwards, the roll maneuver plastered them against 

the couch with a force seven times their body weight. It was physically 

impossible to raise their hands. Only two of the three parachutes 

deployed, and they hit the Pacific Ocean in yet another hard landing.  

“Two out of three ain’t bad!” the crew announced, confirming to 

Mission Control that they were fine. After splashdown, they heard a 

Navy SEAL tapping on the hatch window asking if they were “all right.” 

All three of the Apollo 15 crew members were Air Force and had 

attended West Point. Asked later what the scariest part of the trip was 

for him, Worden replied: “Being rescued by the Navy.” 

 

Walking on the moon and seeing the earth from such a distance altered 

Irwin’s life. As he put it, “I came back changed.”  

“Life is short,” he said. “It’s only what I do for God that will last for 

eternity.” Upon his return, he was baptized at Nassau Bay Baptist 

Church and become a minister. “The Lord wanted me to go to the moon,” 

Irwin said, “so I could come back and do something more important with 

my life than fly airplanes.” 

In 1972, after completing his post-flight activities, Irwin left NASA 

and formed High Flight Ministries, an interdenominational evangelical 

organization in Colorado devoted to telling his story of Christian rebirth 

and witnessing to others. Asked if he felt let down now that he was back 

on earth, he replied, “I’ve never had the letdown. The Lord has kept me 

on one great big high.” 
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Later, his passion turned to the search for Noah’s ark, which was 

believed to have come to rest in the mountain peaks of Ararat in 

northern Turkey. He had been among the mountains of Apennine on the 

moon. Now he would search for Noah’s ark in the mountains of Ararat 

on planet earth.  

He was sure it was there. 
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 “My walk on the moon was exciting, but my walk with the Son 

and my walk with Jesus is even more exciting. And it doesn’t 

last three days, it lasts forever.”  

—Charlie Duke, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 16 

35 

Apollo 16: Moonwalker Moment 

“It seemed that drinking beer was in the flight controller’s blood,” said 

Sy Liebergot. “That made the ‘Wheel’ vital to our well-being.”  

The “Singin’ Wheel,” or “The Wheel,” or “The Barn,” was one of those 

unique institutions that rarely make it into the books. Nevertheless, it 

remained dear to the hearts of the flight controllers who made history 

during the Apollo era. “For those of us at Mission Control,” Liebergot 

said, “the Singin’ Wheel was what Pancho Barnes’ Happy Bottom Riding 

Club was to the Edwards Air Force Base test pilots. It was where we 

went to celebrate and to blow off steam.”  

Situated just down the road from Mission Control, the Wheel was 

nothing fancy. From the outside, the red building resembled the 1930s 

barn it had been before the owners turned it into a bar. Inside, the floor 

sloped, tables and chairs were at a premium, and patrons waited their 

turn for the badly worn shuffleboard. At the bar, gallon jars held pickled 

pigs’ knuckles, purple hardboiled eggs, and polish sausage. Streaking 

was popular at the time, which inspired a few flight controllers to strip 

and run through the night. Pitchers of beer were ordered and drunk, 

dollar bills heaped upon the center of the table, and the juke box played 

on. At the height of the Apollo missions, several flight controllers formed 

a band and called themselves “Backroom Swingers.” The group was 

made up of two flight controllers on acoustic guitars; another on a tub 

bass made up of a wash tub, broom handle, and piece of rope; and 

Liebergot tapping away on a snare drum. The upstairs was a bar with a 
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little dance floor surrounded by antique furniture and a standup piano. 

Only a few of the astronauts ever found their way to the Wheel.  

“Most astronauts just considered us flight controllers part of the 

vast infrastructure on the ground to support them,” Liebergot said. “And 

most of them didn’t get to know us at all. Charlie Duke was an exception 

to that.”  

 

Charlie Duke was unique, even among the colorful personalities that 

made up the astronaut corps. Perhaps one of the most endearing traits 

of this South Carolinian was his down-to-earth nature. Raised a Baptist 

and baptized at age twelve, the 1957 graduate of MIT liked to be around 

smart but regular folks. He admits to being a people-pleaser. “I’d swing 

with the crowd,” he said. “If there were some folks that were talking 

dirty, I’d fit in with them too. The next day I might be in church and 

would conform there as well.” He loved country music, the sort played at 

the Grand Ole Opry. And he was fiercely dedicated to his work. Like 

many of his fellow astronauts, the commitment to his career took its toll 

at home. But Duke’s wife, Dotty, wasn’t one to give up on their marriage 

so easily. 

“All my life,” she said, “my dream had been the fairy tale ‘Cinderella.’ 

The dream of one day finding my Prince Charming, who would sweep me 

off my feet and, professing undying love, fulfill all my needs.” When she 

met Charlie Duke, she thought he was that man. They married, went on 

their honeymoon, and then it happened. “When we returned . . . . I 

realized things were not okay. I was not first in his life, his job was first.”  

Even Duke recognized the problem. 

“I did believe there was a God,” he said. “But if there was really a 

God in my life it was my career. The Bible says seek first the kingdom of 

God. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your mind and 

all your soul. Well, God wasn’t first in my life. I respected God, I 

honored God on Sundays, but my career was the most important love of 

my life.”  

After graduate school Duke served as a test pilot instructor for the 

Air Force. Following a stint at Edwards Air Force Base, he was invited 

to join the astronaut corps. To Dotty’s lasting despair, the marriage 

didn’t improve after the move to Houston. Charlie only became more 

intensely focused on his career. She’d hoped things would change when 

their son Charles was born. They didn’t. When Charlie was named to the 

Apollo crew, she hoped again. But their relationship only grew worse. 
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“My job was to see that everything went well with the details of 

entertaining friends and relatives who came to view the launch,” Dotty 

said, “taking care of the boys, and running a semi-organized house for 

the duration of the flight. There were press interviews, overseeing my 

wonderful family who had joined me in Houston, welcoming a constant 

stream of friends and neighbors, plus intently following the space adven-

tures of Apollo 16.”  

For Charlie, Dotty was part of the larger team that would help him 

get to the moon. And she was. The problem was that the moon was more 

important to him than his wife.  

 

 

The Apollo 16 crew was aware of how uncertain the life of a moon-bound 

astronaut really was. Even in the latter phases of the Apollo program, 

problems of every stripe continued to spring up out of nowhere, which 

inevitably meant delay.  

“A delay usually resulted in at least one month’s postponement,” 

Charlie said, “and during that one month anything could happen.” He had 

sharp memories of the run-up to Apollo 13 when he himself had caused 

the last-minute replacement of Ken Mattingly due to measles exposure.  

“I felt terrible about it,” Duke remarked, “but Ken was a good sport 

and never blamed me for missing that flight. He took it stoically, even 

though he was very disappointed.” 

As “punishment” for exposing Mattingly, Duke was given the label 

“Typhoid Mary” by his fellow astronauts. But history would show the 

illness to be a blessing. A few months later—shortly after the Apollo 13 

ordeal—Slayton had asked Mattingly a question he would never forget: 

“Would you rather be the lunar module pilot on Apollo 18 or the com-

mand module pilot for Apollo 16?”  

It was a seemingly innocuous question, but Mattingly sensed it was 

anything but. 

“Well, I’d sure like to go down to the surface,” he said. 

“Well, I’ll give you your choice,” Slayton said cryptically, “but I 

would always take a bird in the hand.” 

Mattingly didn’t respond right away.  

“It’s your call,” Slayton concluded. “Just think about a bird in the 

hand.” 

At the time, Apollo 18 was in danger of being cut, but nobody knew 

for sure what would happen. Mattingly could have a chance at walking 

on the moon or the certainty of orbiting it. Mattingly decided it was 
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“probably better to get near it than not go at all.”  

John Young would be the commander for Apollo 16, and the lunar 

module pilot would be none other than Charlie Duke. Just as Swigert 

had taken the center seat position for Mattingly on Apollo 13, 

Mattingly took Swigert’s seat position as command module pilot on 

Apollo 16.  

Still, as Mattingly had learned on Apollo 13, a bird in the hand was 

no guarantee. A few weeks before the launch of Apollo 16, Mattingly 

submitted a blood test to NASA doctors which came back with an 

“irregular” reading. In a moment of déjà vu, he was informed that he 

had elevated levels of bilirubin, which suggested that he might develop 

hepatitis. More blood tests were ordered, and Mattingly worried that 

another phantom medical problem would ground him. After an agon-

izing wait, NASA doctors decided that the problem posed no risk to the 

mission and he was cleared. 

The unsettling dilemma gave the Apollo 16 crew a heightened sense 

that their mission might be scrubbed at any moment for any reason—

maybe one they hadn’t even thought of. And if they didn’t go now, they 

weren’t going to go at all. The Apollo era was drawing to a close. The 

launch date, everyone agreed, could not come soon enough. 

“All I wanted to hear were the words, ‘Liftoff!’” Duke said.  

 

On one particular night before the launch, Charlie climbed into bed and 

fell asleep beside his wife. They were in Hawaii for a geological field trip 

and a little rest and relaxation. Sometime late that night, Duke was 

taken by a dream in which he found himself and Apollo 16 Commander 

John Young in the rover, headed north over the lunar Descartes 

highlands. On one of their planned stops they came to a ridge where he 

saw something unexplainable. There, extending before them, was a set 

of tire tracks. They seemed to be the tracks of a rover—but not their 

rover. Someone else, it seemed, was on the moon. 

“We asked Houston if we could follow the tracks,” Duke said, “and 

they said yes. So we turned and followed the tracks. We went about an 

hour or so and found this vehicle that looked just like the rover, and it 

had two people in it.” 

Duke pulled up one astronaut’s visor. When he did, “I was looking at 

myself.” Then he took a look at the other astronaut. 

“Houston,” Duke reported, “the other one looks like John.” 
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“We can’t explain all this,” was Houston’s reply.  

In the midst of his dream Duke remembered being unafraid. The 

dream wasn’t so much frightening as it was real. 

“I didn’t feel this was a premonition that we were gonna die up there 

on the moon,” he said. “It didn’t upset me. I felt comfortable that these 

two other astronauts looked just like us, and I took off one of the parts 

from this other vehicle so that we could show the people in Houston. 

And I knew that we made it home okay, because in my dream I can 

remember handing the parts to one of the lab technicians in Houston 

after we got back.” The technicians determined the alien rover part to be 

over 100,000 years old. 

Although the dream didn’t upset him, Charlie decided not to share it 

with Dotty, as she “would be fearful that it was a premonition of our 

dying on the moon.” At that moment there were simply too many other 

things to worry about, too many real things.  

At dawn on April 16, 1972, the mission was still a Go, though the 

sense of uncertainty prevailed. That morning the crew took the elevator 

up to the spacecraft where the suit technicians assisted them. As Duke 

climbed aboard, he found a sign on his seat: “TYPHOID MARY’S 

SEAT.” Then, opening his flight plan, he found a card that read: 

“STAY UNWELL GREETINGS.” It was signed “Freddo, Stu and Ed” 

and had a picture of an evil-looking bug holding a dripping syringe. 

The backup crew—Fred Haise, Edgar Mitchell and Stuart Roosa—let 

Duke know they were standing by and more than ready to fill a slot 

should one open up at the last minute, a satirical punch at Duke’s 

earlier measles exposure.  

The moment served to dissolve a bit of tension as the crew prepared 

for launch. Young climbed into the spacecraft, followed by Mattingly. 

There was no fear, no reluctance. The countdown began, and Duke 

thought only one thing: “Let’s go, keep counting, no abort. Let’s launch 

this beauty.” Even as he felt the massive Saturn engines roar to life, he 

was waiting for Launch Control to terminate the countdown. In the final 

seconds, he was still reviewing emergency exit procedures. 

The fifth lunar landing mission had the typical smooth but 

agonizing liftoff. The command module was named Casper and the 

lunar module Orion. One minute into the flight they broke the sound 

barrier. Duke looked over at Young and Mattingly. They seemed “cool as 

cucumbers,” especially Young, who was “the perennial Mr. Coolstone.”  

By 1972 the road to the moon was a well-worn path. The crew 

arrived in lunar orbit on April 19. At first Duke focused on the vast, 
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grand scale of his view. Then his thinking unexpectedly changed. As the 

spacecraft wheeled about the moon, it turned intensely personal: 

 

As we came around the backside of the moon we had 

earthrise. And this blue and white jewel hung in the 

blackness of space. It was not a spiritual experience for me. I 

didn’t feel close to God. I didn’t think I needed God in my life. 

I had about all of God I wanted, which was about one hour 

every Sunday morning. But it was a philosophical experience 

as I held up my hand, and underneath my hand was the 

earth. And the thought occurred to me that there were four 

billion people under my hand. And you don’t see the United 

States, or Europe, or Africa or South America—you just see 

earth. And the thought occurred to me there that we’re all 

one on Spaceship Earth. And if we can all learn to love one 

another, then man can solve his problems. But I had a basic 

problem in my life, a real problem—a real basic problem. If I 

didn’t even love my wife, how could I love the rest of the 

world? 

 

The moment would prove to be a tipping point. Many of the men 

who went to the moon would say the experience did not change them, 

and in many ways, Duke was among them. But he would carry this 

realization forward long after his return to earth. 

First, however, they had to get to the moon. No two flights were alike, 

as each step of every mission brought forth its own set of problems to be 

solved before the prize of tramping about another world was realized.  

Shortly after the lunar module undocked, Mattingly, flying solo in 

Casper, noticed a strange vibration in the command module’s SPS 

engine as he prepared to fire it for an orbit change. Incredibly, the 

problem surfaced just as Duke and Young began to drift away. At first 

he had no idea what it was. But then he noticed the shaking occurred 

when he activated the secondary control system for the engine.  

“You can feel that spacecraft shaking,” he reported to Houston. “It’s 

just oscillating like a wild man.”  

With that, Mission Control put the entire mission on hold. Young and 

Duke, who were happily floating toward the lunar surface, were ordered 

to delay their descent until the problem was resolved. Meanwhile, 

Mattingly continued to test the system, trying to discover precisely what 

was wrong. As he floated alone in the empty command module, he 
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lovingly mumbled to his beloved Casper, “I be a sorry bird.”  

Houston had to remedy the situation quickly if Duke and Young 

were to walk on the moon. If need be, the lunar module could re-dock 

with the command module and use its engines to power them out of 

lunar orbit, as had been done on Apollo 13.  

“If your heart could sink to the bottom of your boots in zero gravity,” 

Duke said, “ours sank to the bottom of our boots. I mean, we knew this 

was real serious, that’s our ride home, if that engine doesn’t work you 

can’t land because you’ve got to use the lunar module to get out of orbit . 

. . . [It] was a bitter pill to swallow because you’ve trained for two years, 

you’ve come 240,000 miles, you were orbiting the moon one hour before 

you land, you look down and there’s your landing site eight miles 

beneath you—and they’re about to say come home.”  

“I can imagine the gloom and doom in the [lunar module] must have 

been terrible,” Mattingly said.  

Every potential fix was painstakingly explored. Three hours later, 

Houston directed Mattingly to initiate Casper’s backup guidance 

system. When he did, the shaking suddenly stopped. The astronauts 

remained suspended, awaiting clearance. Houston wouldn’t respond for 

several more agonizing hours. Then, out of the blue, it came:  

“After having attended a meeting by management people in the back 

room,” the CapCom announced, “the situation is Go for landing.” 

Suddenly the gloom lifted, and, said Duke, “our spirits lifted by ten 

thousand percent.”  

Prior to launch, Duke had been approached by Apollo 15 Jim Irwin 

to carry a microfilm “prayer covenant” on behalf of his fellow church 

members. The microfilm, approximately 2” x 2.5”, was devoted to safety 

of the Apollo 16 mission and contained signatures of church members 

under the header “We of Nassau Bay Baptist Church, Houston, Texas, 

Enter Into a Prayer Covenant with the Men and Mission of Apollo 16.” 

Ironically, it contained a verse from Psalms 121:8, “The Lord shall 

preserve thy going out and thy coming in from this time forth and even 

for evermore.” Duke stowed the covenant in his command 

module PPK, which was now orbiting overhead with Mattingly on Orion. 

 

The Descartes region, the landing site for Apollo 16, was largely un-

known, even though less than three years before, Apollo 11 had landed 

just 250 miles away. For the scientists in the Scientific Operations Room 

at Mission Control, it remained mysterious, believed only to be a region 
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formed by volcanic activity. All any of them could say for sure was that 

Descartes held a catalogue of surprises, and no one expected that their 

theories on the moon’s origins would soon be proven false. 

By the time Young and Duke descended the final feet to the surface, 

they were six hours behind schedule. At 10:57 a.m. Houston time, John 

Young became the ninth man to set foot on the moon. As he did so, he 

raised two fists into the lunar sky in a gesture of triumph. A few 

minutes later, Charlie Duke became the tenth. “Yahoo, Houston!” he 

shouted in a fit of euphoria. “Here we are—we’re ready to go.” 

Because of the late landing, there was talk in Houston of canceling 

the third moonwalk. The geology team was disappointed. New scientific 

data had emerged and advanced with each Apollo mission, and now a full 

third of the scientific payload of the current mission might be forfeited 

due to an operational glitch. William Muehlberger, the lead geologist for 

the mission, set his men to work through the night, preparing a case 

against canceling the moonwalk. The effort seemed to pay off. Mission 

managers agreed to postpone a decision on the third moonwalk for the 

time being. But ultimately it would depend upon how much water, 

oxygen, and power Duke and Young had at the time. 

Meanwhile, after a series of glitches, the astronauts deployed the 

ALSEP. Once all the sensitive scientific instruments were in working 

order, they initiated an experiment that had been a long time in the 

making. It had been devised by Mark Langseth, a brilliant young geol-

ogist working for NASA. The purpose was to measure how much heat 

was flowing from the moon’s interior, which required that a ten-foot hole 

be drilled into the lunar surface. The heat flow experiment, as it was 

known, flew first aboard Apollo 13, then Apollo 15, wherein the drill got 

stuck after five of the required ten feet. But the readings Dave Scott 

received on Apollo 15 were astonishing, with the measured temper-

atures coming in at roughly twice what had been expected. Now 

Langseth’s experiment was again poised to take place. All he needed 

was a single good reading. And that’s when Langseth saw what was 

happening on the television monitor.  

The camera showed Young standing in the middle of the field of 

scientific instruments, with spaghetti lines of cables extending out in every 

direction. The cable to the hapless heat flow experiment was wrapped 

around his foot. Before Langseth could relay the problem to the astronauts 

through Mission Control, Young took a few steps and the cable broke loose. 

“Charlie,” Young said. 

“What?” Duke replied. 
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“Something happened here.” 

“What happened?” 

“I don’t know. Here’s a line that pulled loose.” 

“Uh-oh.” 

This simple snag meant that much of the moon’s interior would 

remain a mystery—or other tasks would have to be cancelled to make 

time to repair the cable, if it could be fixed at all. Young felt terrible. 

“God, I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t—I didn’t even know it.” 

“Tell Mark [Langseth] we’re sorry,” he said. “Is there no way we can 

recover from that?” he asked Houston. 

The answer from Mission Control was no—not after the delayed 

landing. 

In spite of the setback, the mission yielded extraordinary infor-

mation. The rocks the astronauts found were not those geologists had 

expected. Instead of volcanic rocks, they were finding breccias, rocks 

welded together by the impact of meteors over the eons. According to 

Young and Duke, the geologists in the Scientific Operations Room were 

not only stunned, but in a state of denial. 

“They thought we were going to find [volcanic] rocks,” Young said, 

“and all we found were totally different kinds of rocks, very old rocks 

that were carved 3.29 billion years ago . . . and they thought they hadn’t 

trained us right on the rocks.” 

Duke got the same impression. “I kinda think they thought maybe 

‘we wasted six years of geology training on these two dunces because 

they obviously don’t know what they’re lookin’ at.’ They argued with us 

all the way back from the moon that the rocks we had weren’t what we’d 

really found,” Young said. “So I told ’em, ‘Why don’t you just wait till you 

get these back on the ground and take a look at them yourself.’ And they 

kept arguing over this. A bunch of science guys, of course.” 

In spite of this hang-up, the mission was going remarkably well. 

Problems of an unforeseeable nature, however, were brewing. 

The news coverage for the mission provided by CBS was sponsored 

by Tang, the makers of the new orange drink. The publicity for the pro-

duct was priceless, with heroic astronauts shown consuming the “Space 

Age” drink on an historic lunar mission before an audience of hundreds 

of millions. What Tang’s makers didn’t anticipate was the earthy nature 

of American astronauts.  

Seeing the dust-covered astronauts on the surface, ground control 

quipped: “My kids don’t get as dirty as you are.” 

“Yeah,” Young said, “but I bet they’re not having as much fun.” 
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Tang executives were not amused. And it was about to get worse. 

“I got the farts again,” Young remarked. “I got ’em again. Charlie, I 

don’t know what the hell gives them to me . . . . I think it’s acid in the 

stomach.” 

“It probably is,” Duke responded.  

“I mean, I haven’t eaten this much citrus fruit in twenty years,” Young 

continued. “And I’ll tell you one thing, in another thirteen (expletive) 

days I ain’t never eating any more. And if they offer to serve me potas-

sium with my breakfast, I’m going to throw up. I like an occasional 

orange, I really do, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to be buried in orange.” 

The exchange highlighted how much the astronaut’s gourmet menu 

was loaded with fruit and potassium, but it didn’t help Tang’s case one bit.  

Reverend Stout was in the press room with CBS anchorman Walter 

Cronkite, witnessing the Tang episode. Cronkite saw the incident as an 

opportunity for comic relief for the overworked flight controllers and 

composed a specially taped “breaking news release” meant for the ears 

of Mission Control only. He quickly recorded it at the news desk, turned 

on the mike, and pushed the “play” button.  

Stout managed a stone face as the broadcast began.  

“Breaking News!” Cronkite’s voice announced with all the flourish of 

a national news release.  

Everyone rushed to the news desk to hear what came next.  

“We’ve got a problem on Apollo 16,” he announced soberly. “But 

don’t worry about it, it’s being taken care of. We have the backup crew 

drinking massive doses of Tang and farting all over the place and we’re 

working out a solution right now.” 

After a moment of stunned silence, a burst of laughter filled the 

dead air in Mission Control.  

 

 

On the moon, the Descartes highlands were not turning out to be what 

the scientists thought they were. Everywhere, for as far as the eye could 

see, were craters layered in breccias—and no evidence of volcanic rock.  

Sixty miles overhead, Ken Mattingly remained in lunar orbit, film-

ing the solar corona and the lunar surface, methodically collecting data. 

On the outbound journey the crew had played country music, which 

Duke and Young loved. Now that Mattingly was by himself, he played 

his favorite classical tapes, including Holst’s The Planets and Berlioz’s 

Symphonie Fantastique. He couldn’t quite get over just how much fun 

he was having by himself.  
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There was, however, one completely unanticipated problem, a first 

for the space program: at some point during the outbound flight, Mattingly 

lost his wedding ring. When small items were lost in the cabin, they 

usually turned up in the air filters, but his wedding ring had not. As he 

carried out his busy schedule, he kept an eye out for the ring, but it 

never turned up.  

“Well, I guess I lost it,” he said, resigned.  

Meanwhile, on April 23, Young and Duke prepared to lift off from 

the moon. An hour and a half later they docked with Casper. Duke and 

Mattingly were scheduled to conduct space walks on the return trip 

home. Duke was the first one out the hatch, dangling in space primarily as 

a safety observer as Mattingly retrieved experiments and film canisters 

from inside Casper. The two then exchanged places, and Duke climbed 

back inside. Mattingly was floating ten feet outside the hatch conduct-

ing an experiment when Duke saw a glittering object inside the capsule 

floating toward the open hatch. It was Mattingly’s wedding ring. He 

reached for it—and missed.  

“Well, lost in space . . . there it goes,” he lamented, as he watched it 

drift out the hatch.  

Then, five minutes later as he watched Mattingly working outside 

the hatch, he saw the floating ring again, this time headed straight for 

the back of Mattingly’s helmet. It bounced off his helmet and headed back 

toward the spacecraft again. Mattingly, intent on completing his space 

experiments, had no idea. As the ring floated back through the hatch, 

Duke grabbed it. When Mattingly returned from his space walk, Duke 

was ready.  

“Look at that,” he said, holding up the ring.  

“That’s pretty cool stuff, Charlie.”  

Mattingly retrieved the errant wedding ring and the crew was soon 

on its way home, sailing through the velvety blackness. 

 

 

“Coming back, I didn’t see the wonders of the creation,” Duke said. “The 

Psalmist says that ‘The heavens declare the glory of God and the skies pro-

claim the works of his hands,’ and I didn’t see that then. I was more focus-

ed on how a big bang came about—not a guiding hand of God, if you will.” 

Apollo 16 was now in the books, as was the entire Apollo program 

for Duke.  

“When Apollo was over,” Duke said, “I had the thought: ‘Well, it’s all 

over. Now what are you going to do with the rest of your life?’”  
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Charlie prepared to go into business. But first he had some unfin-

ished work to complete at home with his wife. 

“Although our relationship was shallow,” Duke said, “I rather liked 

it that way. I didn’t have time to get involved in her troubles. I didn’t 

want to talk out any problems because if we did, it usually ended up 

with an argument. I felt if she’d just change, everything would be okay, 

so I listened with only one ear as she poured out her deepest feelings.” 

Dotty came to realize as well that it would take years of work to 

mend their marriage. While Charlie received acclaim from a world of 

admirers, Dotty struggled to direct his focus back to their union. In his 

speeches Charlie would say, “The best thing that ever happened to me 

was my flight to the moon. It was the greatest experience of my life.” The 

statement, repeated at nearly every public speaking engagement, hurt 

Dotty. “I wanted marrying me to be the best thing in his life,” she said.  

Desperate for a solution, she got down on her knees one night and 

asked God to help her heal her marriage. According to Dotty, she got her 

answer: “Love Charlie,” was the reply. “Don’t try to change him. Don’t 

try to save him . . . . Just love him.” 

“With those words,” she said, “I knew the Lord meant for me to love 

Charlie the way Jesus loves me—unconditionally.”  

Charlie’s public speeches evolved as his marriage slowly healed. On 

one particular weekend, on the way home from a three-day retreat spon-

sored by a church at a nearby ranch, it suddenly all came together for 

Charlie Duke. All his astronaut training—all the search for fulfillment, 

all the years—were caught up in a single moment of truth. There in the 

car with Dotty at his side, he dedicated his life to Christ.  

“The Apollo mission was a great accomplishment in my life,” Duke 

said, “but my service to God through my faith is even a greater one. As 

Ecclesiastes says, the important thing is ‘to know God, to love God, and 

to walk humbly before God.’ And I want to be remembered as a man who 

did that. 

“You don’t need to go to the moon to find God,” he said. “I didn’t find 

God in space. I found Him in the front seat of my car on Highway 46 in 

New Braunfels, Texas, when I opened my heart to Jesus. And my life 

hasn’t been the same since.”  
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“In December 1972 I was the last man to walk on the moon. I 

stood in the blue darkness of the lunar surface and looked in 

awe at the earth. What I saw was almost too beautiful to have 

happened by accident. It doesn’t matter how you choose to 

worship God . . . . He has to exist to have created what I was 

privileged to see.” 

— Gene Cernan, Commander, Apollo 17  

36 

Apollo 17: The Long Last Look 

By December 1972, ten men had walked on the moon, fulfilling a 

centuries-old desire to explore its surface. Two landmarks left by these 

men wrote a new page in history for the desolate sphere. One rests on 

the southwestern edge of the Sea of Tranquility—it is a plaque attached 

to the ladder of the Apollo 11 descent stage, the site where men first set 

foot on the moon in July 1969. Another plaque lies just five hundred 

miles to the northeast of a region known as the Taurus-Littrow Valley. 

This one would close the story: 

 

Here Man Completed His First 

Explorations of the Moon 

December 1972, A.D. 

May the Spirit of Peace in Which We Came 

Be Reflected in the Lives of all Mankind 

 

The plaque displays a map of Earth’s two hemispheres and the near side 

of the moon. Beneath this are the signatures of Gene Cernan, Ron 

Evans, Jack Schmitt, and President Nixon. It was placed there by the 

crew of Apollo 17 in 1972. The mission’s commander, Gene Cernan, was 

the last Apollo astronaut to walk on the moon. 
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There was the unmistakable sense that something for the ages—

something that would be remembered for all time—was nearing an end. A 

preliminary sign came in July of 1972 with the news that Wernher von 

Braun was leaving NASA. The man who designed and supervised the 

building of the rockets now realized that his life’s work was complete. 

Then, Life magazine, the iconic American publication, severed its long-

standing relationship with the astronauts—a rich source of publicity and 

political capital for NASA and extra earnings for the astronauts themselves.  

During the months preceding this, more than 13,000 workers at the 

Cape had lost their jobs, and another 900 were headed for the chopping 

block. Privately, NASA officials were concerned that employees would 

spend more time and energy preparing for their post-Apollo life and less 

on this final flight.  

“Many of the Grumman troops literally worked themselves into 

unemployment when our lunar module went out the door at Bethpage,” 

Gene Cernan said, “and more would be gone at the moment of liftoff.” 

Shoddy workmanship by departing employees was a possibility, and 

as the mission commander, Cernan took it upon himself to be vigilant for 

the slightest sign of neglect or complacency. During a visit to the Grum-

man facility on Long Island he spoke with the supervisor overseeing the 

last lunar module. “We’re giving you our heart and soul on this one, 

Geno,” he said. “This is the best LM that’s ever gonna fly.” Cernan was 

glad to see “a dedication to excellence bordering on ferocity,” as he put it.  

As one threat faded, however, another emerged—this one more sinister. 

During the 1972 Summer Olympic Games in Munich, Germany, a 

group of heavily-armed Palestinian terrorists calling themselves Black 

September broke into the Olympic Village and took several Israeli 

athletes hostage. After an eighteen-hour gun battle, eleven of the ath-

letes and coaches were dead. The scene was played out on the inter-

national stage and broadcast on live TV around the world. The tragic 

event, known as the Munich Massacre, weighed heavily on the up-

coming flight of Apollo 17, as security experts feared that terrorist 

organizations might target a moonshot.  

Security at Cape Kennedy was dramatically heightened at the direc-

tion of Charley Buckley, head of launch site security. But the Cape was 

not the most likely target. When security experts assessed the situation, 

they arrived at an alarming conclusion: the most vulnerable targets 

were the astronauts’ children. 

Heads of various security departments quietly suggested that armed 

guards park outside the astronauts’ homes, with backup officers on 
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standby should any threat materialize during the mission. Further, they 

proposed that security officers in unmarked cars pick up the children 

and drive them to and from school. According to Cernan, the wives 

were “almost wide-eyed with surprise and fright.” So far, the children 

had been allowed normal upbringings and their families were deter-

mined to keep it that way.  

As a compromise, armed security guards were allowed to park 

within sight a short distance from the house. Unmarked police cars 

would follow the school bus, and the children’s classes would be watched 

over by well-dressed, polite, and very capable federal agents. “Amaz-

ingly,” Cernan said, “the press never figured it out.” 

Meanwhile, planning and preparation for the Apollo missions moved 

forward at breakneck pace. While the final mission looked to be routine, 

no two lunar missions were alike. Indeed, the final moon shot would be 

different from its predecessors in a way that made it especially 

complicated: the Apollo 17 crew would include the first scientist with 

virtually no flight history, even in an airplane.  

 

His name was Harrison Schmitt, but everyone called him Jack. The 

astronaut office called him “Dr. Rock.” Schmitt had a degree in geology 

from the California Institute of Technology and a doctorate in geology 

from Harvard. After his graduation from Harvard in 1964, he worked 

for the U.S. Geological Survey in Flagstaff, Arizona, developing field 

geology techniques for the Apollo crews. It was there he learned how far 

his career could take him. 

“When NASA and the National Academy of Sciences decided jointly 

that they would ask for volunteers from the science community to 

become astronauts,” Schmitt said. “I thought about ten seconds and 

decided, yeah, that’s a good idea.”  

It was arguably one of the shrewdest decisions a geologist had made 

in the history of the profession. In June of 1965, Schmitt was selected to 

join the first group of “astronaut-scientists” and began training to 

become a lunar module pilot, while simultaneously training his fellow 

astronauts to become geologists. It was an exchange of expertise that 

worked exquisitely well for the space program—until it came time to 

assign flights to individual astronauts. As the later Apollo missions were 

cancelled, seats on available flights were eliminated accordingly. More-

over, it became common knowledge that the scientific community 

wanted a scientist on the moon before the end of the moon missions.  
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Gene Cernan remembered a telling moment when the backup crew 

for Apollo 16 was announced. “At the Manned Spacecraft Center, groans 

were heard in many astronaut offices when Deke announced that the 

backup lunar module pilot [for Apollo 15] would be Jack Schmitt,” he 

said. “The geologist! Jack was everybody’s favorite scientist, but some 

aviator had just lost his seat on Apollo.” 

Although Schmitt had yet to get on with a prime crew, he was in line 

to become lunar module pilot for Apollo 18. Now, with Apollo 18 cancelled, 

everyone in the astronaut office could be reasonably sure that the lunar 

module pilot for Apollo 17 was about to lose his seat in the name of science.  

Slayton had fought the change since it meant breaking up the crew 

of Apollo 17, which had proven itself a cohesive team over the years. 

Commander Gene Cernan, Lunar Module Pilot Joe Engle, and Com-

mand Module Pilot Ron Evans had trained together as backup for Apollo 

14, only to have their lunar module pilot abruptly replaced on Apollo17 

at the bidding of Washington.  

Cernan was vacationing with his wife Barbara at Las Brisas in 

Acapulco with fellow astronaut Ron Evans and his wife when he 

received the news from Slayton. 

“Congratulations, Geno,” Slayton said. “Apollo 17 is yours!” 

Cernan was exultant—until he realized that Slayton had yet to tell 

him who his crew was going to be. 

“Does this include Ron and Joe?” he asked. 

“Well, not exactly. Ron’s your command module pilot.” 

“What about Joe?” 

“I need to talk to you about the rest of your crew.” 

“Why? What’s happened?” 

“Look,” Slayton said, “get back here and we’ll discuss it.”  

Thus far, the only men to have walked on the moon were astronauts 

trained in geology. The scientific community wanted a switch—they 

wanted a geologist who was trained in astronautics. In the end, that’s 

what they got. In August 1971, Dr. Rock learned he would be the 

second-to-last man to walk on the moon. 

“How I came to have that opportunity is something I will never be 

able to explain,” Schmitt said. “When I received the call from Deke Slay-

ton that his original recommendation for Joe Engle to fly on Apollo 17 

had been overturned by headquarters, and headquarters had asked him 

to find some way to put me on a crew, he decided to put me on the crew 

for Apollo 17. I was excited about the whole thing, but tried not to show 

it too much.” 
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Back in Houston, Slayton confirmed what the crew suspected. Cernan 

and Evans argued on Engle’s behalf, but it was of no use. But this didn’t 

stop Cernan from trying to make his point, and he didn’t mince his words. 

“I was being asked to fly a lunar lander down to the moon’s surface 

with a scientist as my co-pilot!” he argued. “Good God, Jack had never flown 

anything before joining the program. He had done a good job learning how 

to fly little T-38 trainers, but for Christ’s sake, Engle was an X-15 driver!”  

So the crew of Apollo 17 was faced with an altogether new challenge. 

Jack Schmitt had little aviation experience, nor did he have Engle’s 

convivial personality. Moreover, Joe Engle’s wife Mary had become 

extremely close friends with Barbara Cernan and Jan Evans. Schmitt, 

on the other hand, was a bachelor with intellectual interests that made 

him seem all the more remote, especially to the wives. Even to their 

husbands, Schmitt came off as brash and hard to get to know. As 

Cernan said, “Jack just wasn’t my kind of guy.” 

On first introduction, Schmitt usually came across as unlikable, and his 

arrogant nature made it hard for people to get close to him. But he didn’t 

seem to care, and he wasn’t opposed to getting into almost any-one’s business.  

“Jack Schmitt came into my office one day and started telling me how 

to run my office,” Reverend Stout said. “He said he had a Ph.D. and to get a 

Ph.D. you had to do a lot of research, and, you know, he was there to ‘help 

me.’ Stout immediately recognized who he was dealing with. “I appreciate 

your trying to ‘help me,’” he responded politely, “but I too have a Ph.D. And 

I’m here ready to help you any time you need my help.” Schmitt left his office.  

Then there were professional matters the crew found downright 

preposterous. In one instance Schmitt put forth the idea of landing on 

the far side of the moon. The moon had the approximate land mass of 

Africa, and so far only a few acres had been explored. All of that had 

occurred on the near side, he argued. Why not venture farther afield? 

The proposal was met with ridicule and disbelief, as there were 

obvious obstacles that made such a landing difficult and much too 

dangerous to execute. Everyone knew what happened to communica-

tions when a spacecraft slipped behind the moon—the crew lost contact 

with Mission Control. Schmitt was aware of this, but he had a solution: 

deploy a satellite in stationary orbit around the moon which would 

remain overhead and allow for constant communication with Houston. 

Undeterred, Schmitt went so far as to take his idea to NASA manage-

ment—whereupon it was instantly shot down. 

This episode revealed the growing rift between Schmitt and his 

crewmates. Cernan’s and Evans’ loyalties remained with Joe Engle, even 
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though neither they nor anyone else could change the circumstances. So 

Schmitt found himself in an uncomfortable situation that wasn’t entirely 

of his own making. Meanwhile, NASA scientists were trying to pack 

every experiment they possibly could on board Apollo 17, aware that 

this was their last opportunity for live lunar research.  

This left Commander Cernan in the position of having to constantly 

remind NASA scientists of “the definite limits of what we could carry 

and what could be done.” One of the experiments involved five brown and 

white pocket mice, which would hitch a ride in the command module’s 

cargo bay. They were part of an eminently important experiment, and 

they needed to be brought back alive.  

 

 

That the Apollo program was coming to an end put everyone on edge. 

One day during the Apollo 16 mission, Schmitt was visiting with flight 

controller Sy Liebergot in the Spacecraft Analysis (SPAN) room and 

spilled a cup of coffee on Liebergot’s console. Smoke began to pour from 

the console, and when Schmitt tried to open a panel to survey the 

damage, he knocked over a shelf of documents, setting off another chain 

reaction. More documents came crashing down, knocking over three 

more coffee cups. Flight controllers leaped out of the way to avoid being 

scalded and bumped into more people, knocking over still more docu-

ments. The chaos carried over onto a second row of consoles, which left 

more controllers dodging the cascade of coffee and documents. 

“In about thirty seconds,” Liebergot said, “Dr. Rock had started a 

chain of events that just about wiped out the SPAN room. We spent the 

next couple of hours cleaning up.”  

The incident was a symptom of the ongoing tension, but Gene Cernan 

had more important things to consider during the run-up.  

“I had no time to worry about social discomfort,” he said. “My para-

mount job was to mold the three of us into a team that could fly to the moon, 

not to make sure everybody liked Jack.” With that, they plunged into training. 

The landing site, chosen in February of that year, had been spotted 

by Al Worden during his lunar orbit on Apollo 15. The Taurus-Littrow 

Valley was something of a box canyon and an all-around rugged region 

of the moon where scientists hoped to find another geological treasure 

trove. The optimum time to land here was when the sun was shining at 

an angle to the lunar surface, so as to give the astronauts a better 

outline of the topography and to avoid landing atop a boulder or on the 

precipice of a chasm. To achieve this precise lunar arrival time, NASA 

scheduled the first night launch of a Saturn 5 rocket.  
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On Wednesday evening, December 6, 1972, nearly half a million people 

descended upon the Cape to witness the final launch of man’s first 

missions to the moon. Among the crowd was the oldest living American, 

130-year-old Charlie Smith. Born in Liberia in 1842, Smith had been 

tricked as a child into boarding a slave ship bound for the United States. 

He was in his early sixties when the Wright brothers flew the first 

airplane in December 1903 and a centenarian when the first atom bomb 

was detonated in New Mexico. After several countdown delays, he 

announced to a gathering of the press, “Ain’t nobody going to the 

moon—me, you, or anybody else.” But as the clock ticked past midnight, 

Smith was proven mistaken.  

At 12:33:00 a.m. EST, Apollo 17 tore into the night sky in an incan-

descent blaze. At lift-off the reflected blaze trailing from the five Saturn 

engines bounced off the clouds, painting the instrument panel a violent 

crimson. The belching rocket heaved skyward for twelve minutes in an 

explosive burst of orange fire that seemed to Cernan like an eternity.  

Old Charlie Smith appeared unimpressed. “I see them goin’ some-

where,” he said, “but it still don’t mean nothin’.”  

When they were well on their way, Cernan took a break from the 

checklist and on the private radio loop asked Deke Slayton an oblique 

question to be sure the security guards back home were on alert.  

“Don’t worry, Geno,” Deke said. “Everything is fine on the home 

front.” Cernan was then told that his daughter, Tracy, was listening, and 

he reminded her from a hundred thousand miles away not to forget to 

feed the horses.  

As the crew flew toward the moon, Cernan reported to the world, 

“Houston, I know we’re not the first to observe this, but Apollo 17 would 

like to confirm the earth is round.”  

 

 

On December 11, Cernan and Schmitt descended to the surface in lunar 

module Challenger toward Taurus-Littrow. Four hours after touching 

down, the commander was wiggling his way out of the hatch and hop-

ping down the ladder. The lunar soil glittered beneath his boots in the 

bright sun as if studded with millions of tiny diamonds.  

“As I stood in sunshine on this barren sphere somewhere in the 

universe, looking up at the cobalt earth immersed in infinite blackness,” 

said Cernan, “I knew science had met its match.” 
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A few minutes later he was followed by Dr. Rock. No one was more 

keenly aware than Schmitt that the eyes of the world were watching 

him. From the moment he learned of his Apollo 17 assignment, he had 

immersed himself in the minute details of the mission. According to 

Cernan, “Jack led the life of an ascetic monk and had spent virtually 

all of his private time cuddled with schematic diagrams and tech 

manuals.”  

“I was focused on what needed to be done,” Schmitt said. “We’re 

talking in sheer dollars, something like a million [per] man minute on the 

moon’s surface.” That pure economic incentive was significant to Schmitt. 

Dr. Rock understood his mission: to make sure that each experiment was 

undertaken, even to the exclusion of absorbing the beauty around him.  

Cernan’s reaction was more emotional. He found the view of the 

earth from the lunar surface to be totally arresting. Although he had 

viewed the earth from space many times on Gemini 9 and Apollo 10, 

there was something different about seeing it from the lunar surface. 

So Cernan found Schmitt to be strangely unmoved. 

“Hey, Jack,” Cernan said during their first EVA, “Just stop. You owe 

yourself thirty seconds to look up over the South Massif at the earth.” 

“What?” Schmitt replied. “The earth?” 

“Just look up there.” 

Schmitt took a quick glance. “You seen one earth, you’ve seen them 

all,” he said, turning to study the lunar soil. 

The response was true to Schmitt’s dry sense of humor, but Cernan 

was not amused.  

“It was so awe-inspiring,” Cernan said, “you had to sneak a glance at 

it every chance you got . . . . To me, it was like sitting on God’s front 

porch, looking back home.”  

 

 

In Houston, the December weather was cold and wet. Barbara Cernan 

and nine-year-old Tracy had gone to early morning mass at Ellington. 

When they returned, the Cernan house was under siege by reporters, 

photographers, and well-wishers.  

Barbara had done her best to hold the crush of press at bay while enter-

taining family and friends at the Cernan home. “Listening to them land 

on the moon today was just fantastic,” she told a newspaper reporter, as 

visitors milled about the house behind her. “It’s the happiest day of my life.”  

She was asked whether waiting was easier with her husband’s third 

space flight. “If you think going to the moon is hard,” she said with 

nervous excitement, “try staying home.”  
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Over the years, Barbara had proven herself to be the perfect astro-

naut wife—always supportive of her husband’s demanding schedule, 

always able to keep the household humming on her own. Now, with her 

husband’s historic flight, she had to be ready with a thoughtful quote. 

But as her husband took his first steps on the moon, Barbara’s easy, 

breezy togetherness began to crack. Out of the blue, she turned to a 

friend and said, “I’ve just got to be alone for awhile.” 

But there was nowhere to go, no place to which she could retreat. 

Outside, a company of reporters had set up camp; inside was a maze of 

family and friends. Nevertheless, she retreated to the bedroom where it 

was quieter, but not quiet enough. So she went into the bathroom and 

took a hot shower. She needed some peace, and the pounding water 

would muffle the ambient noise. Stepping inside the cocoon of hot steam, 

she curled up on the shower floor and allowed herself to come undone. 

Thirty minutes later, she was her old self again, her hair done, 

lipstick precisely applied. She emerged from the bathroom, smiling, 

confident, and ready for the show. 

 

With each passing hour, the misunderstandings between the two moon-

walkers seemed to dissolve as levity and elation eroded the tension.  

During their first EVA, Houston informed the astronauts that they 

were already behind schedule, which meant they would have to pare 

down the day’s list of geological work. “Jack wasn’t a happy camper,” 

Cernan said. Nevertheless, as the two astronauts bounded through a 

boulder field, Schmitt suddenly broke into song: 

“I was strolling on the moon one day . . .” 

“In the merry, merry month of December . . .” Cernan added, then 

feigned to correct himself: “ . . . No, May . . .” 

“May . . .” Schmitt carried on. 

“May’s the month.” 

“When much to my surprise, a pair of bonny eyes . . . be-dooppy-doo-

doo . . .”  

But as they unloaded gear from the “moonmobile,” Cernan’s rock 

hammer caught one of the rover’s fenders, breaking it off. Several hours 

and one roll of duct tape later, they thought they had it fixed. They 

didn’t. Once underway, a huge rooster tail of moondust shot up, 

spraying everything and reducing their speed to a slow crawl. “I needed 

to get that damned fender fixed,” Cernan recalled, “and there wasn’t a 

repair shop within 250,000 miles.” 



Apollo 17: The Long Last Look 

 

306 

The crew continued to fall further behind schedule, which meant 

compressing the remaining time for geological exploration at Crater 

Emory. Meanwhile, orders from the scientists in Houston flooded in at 

such a pace that they frustrated even Schmitt, who was beginning to see 

just how exasperating his science counterparts in Houston could be. As 

the hours on the surface passed, Schmitt and Cernan came to develop a 

deep appreciation for each other. 

“Just as Jack had become a pretty fair pilot,” Cernan said, “I had 

become a pretty damned good lunar geologist . . . the result was that we 

were a doggone good team . . . . Jack Schmitt belonged up there.”  

 

 

On the second EVA, the astronauts headed off in the rover to a crater 

called Shorty. It was here that Jack Schmitt proved his stuff as a 

geologist. As they bounded about the crater, the scientist made a sur-

prising discovery. Where his feet had disturbed the surface, he noticed 

something orange. 

“Hey! There is orange soil,” Schmitt shouted. “It’s all over!” 

Cernan wasn’t buying it. “My first feeling was that Jack Schmitt 

had been on the moon too long.” Buzz Aldrin thought he’d seen a purple 

rock on the Apollo 11 moon landing and Cernan knew the tinted visor 

could be deceiving. But there it was. 

“Hey, it is!” Cernan confirmed. “I can see it from here!”  

The discovery would provide a view into the moon’s geological makeup. 

Soil analysis would determine that the orange soil was really tiny beads of 

glass containing titanium, bromine, silver, zinc and cadmium. The moon was 

revealing itself to be far more diverse in character than previously thought. 

Instead of shades of black and white, it was a range of colors and compo-

sition. Although it held no forms of life, it contained a rich geological history. 

With the completion of the final EVA, it was time to close down and 

pack up for the trip home. Cernan and Schmitt had spent over seventy 

hours on the surface, twenty-two of which they had spent hiking 

through and driving over the mountains of the moon. They stowed the 

rock samples and equipment, and Schmitt climbed the ladder first.  

Cernan paused to look back at the serene, mystic view before 

boarding the lunar module, knowing that whatever he said would be the 

last words spoken on the moon for years to come, maybe forever. For 

that brief moment, he experienced a surge of emotion. Attached to the 

ladder of the descent stage was the Apollo 17 plaque, which he read to 

the worldwide audience. Then he added a comment of his own:  
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“This is our commemoration that will be here until someone like us, 

until some of you who are out there, who are the promise of the future, 

come back to read it again and to further the exploration and meaning 

of Apollo.” 

The past three days had changed Gene Cernan. 

“As I take man’s last step from the surface,” he continued, “I’d like to 

just say what I believe history will record. That America’s challenge of 

today has forged man’s destiny of tomorrow. And, as we leave the moon 

at Taurus Littrow, we leave as we came and, God willing, as we shall 

return, with peace and hope for all mankind.”  

As he turned to the ladder, he noticed a small sign apparently 

pasted there by an unknown worker, now likely unemployed. It read: 

“Godspeed the crew of Apollo Seventeen.” Cernan hesitated with his foot 

on the ladder, not wanting to end the moment.  

“When I looked over my shoulder, there was the earth. And it’s been 

looking at us for seventy-two hours. And that’s home, and that’s love, 

and that’s life, and that’s everything you understand is the past and the 

future.” 

He wanted to push a freeze button. One, two, maybe three minutes 

he stood there.  

“And here I am standing on the moon ready to return to go back to 

the real world, to my real identity. I really wanted to understand more 

deeply what we had done—not just technologically, not just scientif-

ically, but the meaning of us being there.”  

Overflowing with emotion, he lifted his foot from the soft moon dust, 

leaving behind a final boot print, and ascended the ladder. Once aboard, 

he and his crewmate prepared to leave. When the final preparations 

were complete and Challenger was ready to launch, Cernan silently 

thanked God for giving him the opportunity to go to the moon. He said a 

Hail Mary and made the sign of the cross. He then poised his left index 

finger over the yellow ignition button. The last words spoken from the 

moon were casual but decisive:  

“Okay, Jack,” Cernan said to the scientist at his side. “Let's get this 

mutha outta here.” 
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“We must abandon the view of ourselves as provincial limited 

victims of life, accidents of evolution, and start to view ourselves 

as limitless creatures of God, capable of exploring the vast 

reaches of space.”  

— Edgar Mitchell, Lunar Module Pilot, Apollo 14  

37 

Moondust 

If a traveler were to journey to the moon today, he or she would find all of 

the instruments and equipment left behind at the six Apollo landing 

sites—all of it sitting in static silence amidst a field of boot prints and tire 

tracks. Those tracks would appear almost exactly as they were left on this 

airless world several decades ago. Traversing the surface, the traveler 

would also find the priceless relics and messages that reveal the identity 

of those who had ventured here and why they had come at all. Among the 

most interesting artifacts to be found would be a figurine lying next to a 

plaque engraved with fourteen names. If the traveler looked carefully 

enough he might find the remnants of a small red Bible resting atop a rover 

parked near Hadley Rille.  

Other things had been intentionally left behind on the rocky surface 

of the moon. There, six spindly lunar modules, six American flags, and 

three electric lunar rovers remain. Next to one of the rovers, written in 

the soft sand, are the initials “TDC,” for Tracy Dawn Cernan, left there 

by her father. A future moon traveler might wonder why this partic-

ular rover is missing a fender. Gene Cernan brought the damaged 

fender 250,000 miles back to earth and returned it to Boeing, the 

original manufacturer, with a note: “This thing only went twenty miles 

and it’s still under warranty. I want you to go back there [to the moon] 

and fix it.” 

Boeing engineers had a field day with it. They took the fender from 

the backup lunar rover and returned it to Cernan with a plaque that 
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said, in essence: “Gene, here’s the fender. If you want to use it, it’s still 

back on the moon, so go ahead if you can get there.”  
 

 

Reverend Stout had watched Apollo unfold from its fiery beginning to the 

final slam of the hatch on Apollo 17. He witnessed first-hand the 

dedication each crew mustered to prepare for their mission. So entirely 

consumed were the astronauts with their missions that life outside of the 

Apollo space program was utterly ignored. “The mission was more 

important than ourselves, our lives, or our families,” Frank Borman 

admitted.  

There would be a price to pay for this singular focus. “NASA had 

taught them how to be astronauts,” said Stout. “But they didn’t teach 

them how to be ex-astronauts.” 

Now with Apollo ending and public interest waning, humanity’s first 

space explorers faced “life after space.” “I no longer have the luxury of 

being ordinary,” said Cernan. “Trying to exist within the paradox of 

being in this world after visiting another may be why some moon 

voyagers tend to be reclusive.”  

When he returned to his family after his Apollo 10 mission, Cernan 

was brimming with euphoria as he hugged his six-year-old daughter, 

Tracy. “Punk,” he said affectionately, “your daddy’s gone closer to the 

moon than anyone ever has before. You know, it’s real far away in the 

sky, up where God lives.” 

The little girl considered his words for a moment, perhaps remember-

ing the times they had missed together, and replied, “Daddy, now that 

you’ve gone to the moon, when are you going to take me camping . . . like 

you promised?” 

“Here I was trying to impress my little girl,” Cernan recalled, “and she 

wanted to remind me of something that was much more important than 

listening to her father talk about going to the moon. My young daughter 

had just brought me down to earth and a world of hurrahs faded to almost 

meaningless insignificance. She wanted a daddy, not an astronaut.”  

Clearly the astronauts were aware of their place in human history. 

Their lives were forever changed. And a world that had long considered 

itself the center of its own universe was most certainly changed. The 

vast cosmic endeavor, however, had come at a price, not only in hard 

dollars, but in human life. Eight U.S. astronauts had perished during 

the space race. One of those names in particular begged for recognition. 
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In 1970 Ed White’s sacrifice was recognized in a most public way. Bob 

Hope, the most famous entertainer on the planet at the time, decided to 

roll out The Bob Hope Extra Special, a televised four-and-a-half-hour 

benefit to raise money for the Edward White Youth Memorial Center 

Fund. Tom Stafford and Gordon Cooper agreed to serve as trustees. The 

show would honor all eight fallen astronauts and raise $360,000 to build a 

memorial center slated to go up next to White’s church, Seabrook United 

Methodist in Houston. White himself had made the first contribution, 

donating his $500 prize from the Freedom Walk Award received for his 

historic Gemini 4 spacewalk in June of 1965. From that moment on, the 

fates of Seabrook Methodist and the space agency were inextricably 

intertwined. 

Bob Hope unabashedly admired the astronauts and promised the 

special would be a “Texas-sized” event in the new Houston Astrodome. 

White’s fellow astronauts immediately fell in line. But the prospect of 

filling the 50,000 seats in the nation’s largest indoor sports arena 

concerned even the venerable Bob Hope. His biggest resource would be 

his army of celebrity friends, who volunteered to appear at no cost for 

what proved to be an unforgettable performance. 

For music, Hope insisted on the Les Brown Band. He convinced 

Gregory Peck, who had just logged five months at Cape Kennedy 

working on the space movie “Marooned,” to join the cause. Hope used all 

the charm he could muster to enlist a reluctant Cary Grant, who finally 

relented, saying, “Only Hope could get me to do a show like this one . . . 

I melt in front of a microphone.” 

The list of celebrities was a Who’s Who of the time. David Janssen, 

Dorothy Lamour, Joey Heatherton, Glen Campbell and Robert Goulet all 

answered the call. Also on the bill were Bobby Sherman, Nancy Ames, 

Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons, the Friends of Distinction, Trini 

Lopez, John Rowles, the Step Brothers, and recent Heisman Trophy 

winner, O. J. Simpson.  

But what captured the audience’s attention most were Hope, Peck, 

Janssen, and Grant in a clever song sketch called “Showmanship” and a 

sentimental tribute to the astronauts themselves, entitled “We Love All 

Those Wonderful Guys.”  

Just before the close, Hope’s name flashed in lights on the Astro-

dome scoreboard and the comedian came back onstage to announce that 

46,857 people had paid to see the show, a record for the Astrodome and 
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for any previous indoor variety show produced in the United States. 

Finally, Hope was presented with a life-size portrait of himself which 

would hang in the foyer of the Ed White Memorial Center. As the show 

closed, the audience was on its feet, applauding for as far as the eye 

could see in the half-light of that huge domed auditorium.  

The extravaganza was so successful that Hope agreed to return to 

Seabrook Methodist Church for the dedication of the Ed White Memor-

ial Center. In September 1971, he made good on that promise. But in the 

rush to finalize arrangements, the program organizers at the suburban 

church realized they had nothing to present to Hope as a token of appre-

ciation. Someone suggested a lunar Bible. 

This offered up a dilemma, as Stout had stored the lunar Bibles in a 

bank vault and the banks were now closed. He knew of one particular 

lunar Bible, however, that might be available—one presented to APL 

member Karen Shaw. Karen was married to a Seventh Day Adventist 

and confided in Stout that she had hidden the Bible in a closet for fear 

her husband would object to her owning a ceremonial artifact.  

“So I rushed to her,” Stout said, “and told her we needed it—and she 

gave it up right away.” Stout turned the lunar Bible over to program 

organizers, and Karen Shaw’s Bible became known as the “Hope Bible.” 

On the morning of the dedication, Ed White’s fellow astronauts once 

again came forward. Rusty Schweickart, Gordon Cooper, Scott Carpen-

ter and Tom Stafford were on hand, along with Seabrook Methodist 

pastor Reverend Bob Parrott and Bishop Kenneth Copeland, when the 

Hope Bible was presented to its namesake, Bob Hope. 

 

As director of the Apollo Prayer League, Reverend Stout was respon-

sible for maintaining the provenance of the lunar Bibles, and the task 

could not have fallen to a more conscientious steward. As a scientist, he 

possessed a natural penchant for detail. Throughout his career he had 

calculated and documented the nuances of complex events. Above all, he 

understood the importance of assiduously documenting the historical 

provenance of the first lunar Bibles, a duty he resolutely undertook 

immediately after the splashdown of Apollo 14. This was the third time 

he had watched and prayed for the biblical landfall, and he realized that 

documenting the Bibles was as important as the actual landing itself. 

These were not only Bibles, but historical artifacts.  

Once the media drone had subsided, Stout took the lunar-landed 

Bible packet to a local newspaper office in La Porte, Texas, where a 
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reporter and photographer were waiting to cover the opening of the first 

lunar Bibles. Taking a seat at a newspaper desk, he carefully opened the 

packet of biblical tablets that only weeks before had been to the surface of 

the moon. As he slipped them from their fireproof wrapping, the 

photographer’s camera lens was hardly wide enough to capture Stout’s 

radiant smile.  

Later, he returned home with the packet and sat quietly at his table 

in a moment of solitude. He then removed a small engraving instrument 

and an NCR microscopic eyepiece from their case and arranged the items 

on the table in front of him. Then, one Bible at a time, he painstakingly 

engraved a unique microscopic five-digit serial number on each 

microfilm, designating its sequence and placement of that particular 

Bible on its historic journey. When finished, he entered the serial 

numbers in the Apollo Prayer League Lunar Bible Registry in blocks of 

twenty, according to their original index group. To make certain his 

records were accurate, he asked APL secretary Byron Price to count 

them again. All were accounted for and properly serialized. The five-

digit serial numbers would serve to distinguish authentic moon Bibles 

from other microfilm Bibles that were now plentiful on the market. 

 

 

In the days and weeks that followed, Stout distributed many of the lunar 

Bibles to individuals closest to the project. Fifty-seven were designated for 

various individuals, politicians, dignitaries, and entertainers in recog-

nition of their support. Twenty-seven others were “segmented” into tiny 

fifty-page portions and given to APL family members and churches involved 

in the effort.  

“Yul Brynner received a part of the Bible,” said Stout. “Helen and I 

caught Dale Evans and Roy Rogers at a restaurant and presented his 

[Bible] there. The conversation drifted to Madalyn O’Hair, at which 

point Roy Rogers stuck out his tongue and gave her a ‘raspberry,’ saying 

that is what he thought of her.”  

Another was given to President Nixon, “since he’s the only president 

whose name is on the surface of the moon,” Stout said. George H.W. 

Bush, then U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations, also received a 

copy, along with Vice President Spiro Agnew, who responded in a letter, 

“Of my many mementos of the space program, your gift to me is one of 

the most prized.”  

Johnny Cash and June Carter asked for two segments of the lunar 

Bible as an expression of their lasting love for each other. When Stout 
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handed the segments to Cash, he asked the country singer for his auto-

graph and told him the name John Stout had appeared in an English 

folk song: “Who put the pussy in the well? Who put the pussy in the 

well? Little Johnny Stout put the pussy in the well!”  

“Someday, John,” Cash replied, “you will become very important.” 

He then chimed in with his own country version of the tune: “Who put 

the Bible on the moon? Who put the Bible on the moon? Little Johnny 

Stout put the Bible on the moon!” 

Alabama Governor George Wallace was so taken with the entire 

endeavor that when Stout gave him a segment of the lunar Bible, he 

granted him an honorary appointment. “All I had out of the military was 

a piece of paper,” Stout said, “and Wallace sent me a gold-edged 

certificate of appointment as a colonel in the Alabama State Militia.”  

 

Not long after the return of Apollo 14, Stout made the call he hoped one 

day to make. He phoned Ed White’s widow, Pat, and asked if they could 

meet. Then, on an otherwise uneventful morning in the modest suburb 

of Seabrook, Texas, he presented her with a copy of the lunar Bible 

whose journey to the moon was inspired by her husband. Stout now 

somehow felt at peace, knowing that he had come full circle for the 

young astronaut. 

The White family would always be close to the Seabrook Methodist 

congregation. During a visit to the church in 1971, Ed’s father addressed 

its parishioners. Standing at the podium, Edward White Sr. spoke of the 

space program, the war in Vietnam, and the youth center dedicated to 

his son. At the time, his only other son, Air Force Capt. James B. White, 

had been missing in action in Laos for over a year.  

“This program is the future of the United States,” he said. “It’s the 

new frontier and the last frontier. Cutting down on the space program is 

ridiculous and one of the silliest economic moves this country can make. 

It’s like killing the goose that lays the golden egg.” 

Ed White was gone, but his presence, like that of the Apollo 

program, would linger in the hearts and minds of the congregation for 

years to come. Mary Brandt was a parishioner at Seabrook Methodist at 

the time of the Apollo 1 tragedy and memories of the lost astronaut still 

linger. “Ed always sat in the same place in church,” Mary recalled. 

“After he was killed, it was so hard not to look and see if he was sitting 

there at the end of the pew on the aisle half-way down in the sanctuary.” 
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From the outset, it looked as though the decade of the 1970s would hold 

economic challenges. The Nixon administration surmised that the 

downturn started in the autumn of 1969 and hit its low point in the fall 

of 1970. Key decision makers saw a recession looming and began cutting 

discretionary spending programs. NASA fell victim to the cuts. It would 

cost another $20 billion to continue the program all the way through 

Apollo 20 and by now many in the American public couldn’t remember 

why the country had gone there in the first place.  
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“Man is free to shape his world. He is free to adventure into 

space for as far as he is capable. The sun, the moon, and the 

stars, the animals, and all of the goodness of the earth are given 

to sustain his life. The heavens and the earth which God 

brought into being are here for man to use. He must make good 

the trust given to him by God.” 

— Reverend John Stout,  

Director, The Apollo Prayer League 

38 

End of an Era 

What began as a space race, in the end succeeded in giving all of 

humanity an expanded view of our universe. But with the lunar 

missions nearing an end, there was a very earthly reality to confront: 

America wasn’t going back to the moon or anywhere else in space 

anytime soon. By the fall of 1972, the trickle of layoffs within the ranks 

of NASA and its contractors had grown into a tidal wave of bad news 

and pink slips. No one, it seemed, was immune.  

The reality was emotionally difficult, not only for the astronauts, but 

for the scores of employees who had invested their time, labor, and so 

much of themselves into the grand endeavor of Apollo. It was a change 

that would have an enormous impact on millions of lives. John Stout 

was no exception.  

Shortly before the final Apollo mission, Stout’s supervisor invited 

him to lunch. “A must in get-a-longings with the boss,” Stout said. John 

anticipated the usual shop-talk, but shortly after the food arrived, the 

conversation took an unexpected turn. His boss laid out what he wanted 

to say in a few direct words. 

“John, we have terminated your position,” he said matter-of-factly. 

“You are to terminate all those working for you and all programs that 

you were working on by 2:00 p.m. I’m sorry, I can’t wait. I have to catch 

a plane.” With that, he fished a dinner roll out of the basket, glanced at 

his wristwatch, and left.  

At the time, Stout had twenty-seven programs running and so many 

people working for him that he had lost count. Although Apollo was 
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winding down, other projects such as Skylab and the “reusable” Space 

Shuttle orbiter were on the drawing board and coming online within the 

next few years. In a major geopolitical turnaround, NASA had begun to 

collaborate with the Russians on a joint Apollo-Soyuz test project, the 

predecessor to the Mir program, whose purpose was to establish an 

inhabitable space station for use by cosmonauts and astronauts from 

thirteen countries. While these programs paled in comparison to the 

scale and majesty of Apollo, Stout believed he would still have a home at 

NASA for some time to come.  

Information in those days was stored on IBM punch cards and Stout 

had saved all of them in six steel filing cabinets lent to him by Lockheed. 

He was now told that the filing cabinets, filling an entire wall of his 

office, would have to be returned. That night he and Helen went back to 

the Manned Spacecraft Center and dumped all the cards on the floor, 

filling the center of the office nearly a foot deep. They shoved the empty 

filing cabinets down the hall to the elevator and pasted a sign on them: 

“RETURN TO LOCKHEED.”  

Stout soon realized he was only one of many in this predicament. 

Five hundred NASA employees were laid off during that round of cut 

backs alone. The scope and pace of layoffs was relentless. Shortly after 

Stout was terminated, his supervisor was terminated.  

 

What started as a challenge to the nation became a triumph for man-

kind. More than that, it became a philosophical and spiritual experience 

that united a deeply divided world, if only for a short time. Falling hard 

on the heels of the triumph, however, was the sad reality that Apollo 

was coming to an end.  

If you had told NASA employees in the early 1970s that in forty 

years, human presence in space would amount to an earth-orbiting 

space station and Shuttle missions, they would not have believed it. 

When Apollo 17 splashed down in December 1972, conventional wisdom 

assumed that humanity was on the cusp of exploring the solar system. 

Some thought a permanent base on the moon to be the logical next step. 

Others felt going back to the moon would only drain precious resources 

needed for a mission to Mars—the ultimate goal of this generation of 

explorers. In either case, popular perception was that earthlings were on 

their way to the Red Planet. 

In fact, plans for a Mars mission had already been drawn up. On 

August 9, 1969, just three weeks after Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin 

walked on the moon, Wernher von Braun stood before the Senate Space 
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Task Group to present a remarkably detailed proposal for a Mars mission. 

In retrospect it appears either majestically audacious or dreamily fan-

tastic. In any case, von Braun was attempting to strike the funding iron 

while it was still hot. 

The plan proposed a two-year journey to Mars using one or two 

nuclear-powered vehicles that would be assembled in earth orbit. With 

two vehicles, a sister ship could be used as a life raft in the event of “a 

major failure,” as von Braun put it. The ship, or ships, would require 

270 days to get to Mars and, according to the proposal, slip into Mars 

orbit “in the same fashion that the Apollo moon ship was placed into 

lunar orbit.” Six to twelve astronauts would be in Martian orbit or on 

Martian soil for some eighty days before returning to earth, a journey 

that would take another 290 days. According to von Braun, the highlight 

of the return voyage would be a close fly-by of Venus. The target date for 

the journey was 1982, with work beginning immediately. 

As extraordinary as this proposal appeared at that time, it was very 

real to von Braun and to the technicians and astronauts at NASA in 

1969. President Kennedy had initiated the race to the moon only eight 

years earlier; hence, sending a team to Mars in thirteen seemed within 

the realm of possibility. But in the face of the U.S. “victory” in putting a 

man on the moon, the Soviet Union abruptly abandoned the idea of 

heroic space travel. The race was over, and so, presumably, was any 

reason to continue.  

“A more ambitious day will inevitably come,” Edgar Mitchell said. 

“Perhaps it will be our children or grandchildren, or even their children, 

but one day a craft from this shimmering blue dot will lower into a pale 

red Martian horizon. Then, gradually, imperceptibly, but inevitably, the 

shimmering blue dot will slowly recede in the view of the spacecraft that 

will carry our children’s children throughout the ghostly white of the 

Milky Way. Still others will follow, and with them the ancient stories of 

their predecessors. Then they will leave the galaxy in order to make 

themselves in the image of God.”  

Mitchell’s generation embodied a grander way of thinking, a way of 

viewing our world as only a few have seen it—from the vast perspective 

of another world. In a letter to Apollo 15 Lunar Module Pilot Jim Irwin, 

Mitchell summarized the impact of his experience. His language was 

neither technical nor heroic. He wrote as a brilliant astronaut who had 

come to see the lines between science and spirituality as nonexistent.  

 

As a result of my experience in space, any doubts that I had 

about the Universe being a Divine Creation evaporated, to 
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be replaced with the certainty that the physical Universe 

and its creatures are the result of divine thought and 

purpose. I view the spiritual aspect of life as the most im-

portant part of human experience and believe that growth 

in the spiritual dimension is limited only by our individual 

unwillingness to see beyond our fears and selfish interests. 

To seek tranquility and joy by realizing one’s true spiritual 

nature is the ultimate goal of all life. 

 

Here was the very thread that connected religion and science. Man’s 

quest for knowledge was at its heart a quest to better understand the 

universe and its Creator. 

The most renowned of the lunar Bibles, the Hope Bible, eventually 

made its way back to Reverend Stout after a fire destroyed much of Bob 

Hope’s private collection of memorabilia. When Stout learned of the fire, 

he inquired about the Hope Bible and was told that, while some of the 

items had been salvaged, the Hope Bible was not among them. He had 

all but given up on recovering it when he received word that the Bible 

had been found. It was graciously returned to him and assumed its 

rightful place in the APL lunar Bible archives. 

Madalyn Murray O’Hair, in the meantime, had all but disappeared from 

the headlines. As she slipped from public view in America, her interests 

shifted elsewhere. The First World Atheist Conference was scheduled 

for December 1972 in India, and O’Hair was busy expediting her visa.  

 

It was an era of unprecedented change. In the 1950s only dreamers, 

lovers, and astronomers looked at the moon. Sixty thousand feet above 

the surface of the earth was a region that only experimental aircraft, 

weather rockets, and balloons could attain. Few scientists and even fewer 

average citizens could name all the planets of the solar system, much 

less discuss them with any degree of authority. Space was not a subject 

of common or daily interest except to astronomers and cosmologists.  

The country was far different then. Many Americans had barely 

learned where Russia was on the map, family’s hand-cranked home-made 

ice cream in the back yards of their homes, and freshly-laundered clothes 

hung flapping on the clothesline. Television programs were broadcast in 

black and white, telephones had cords, and radios received only AM 

stations. Cell phones and panty hose had not yet been invented.  

Twelve years later we were planning to explore the moon. Twenty 

years later we had been there and back.  
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In the end, it was the blending of scientific ideas, individual convic-

tions, and unconventional courage that accounted for the success of 

Apollo. America’s best from all ranks faced unparalleled challenges and 

succeeded, accomplishing what was thought impossible, and became 

American legends in the process. Among those lesser legends was a 

humble, relatively unknown pastor by the name of John Maxwell Stout. 

Reverend Stout had lived a modest life and yet had an immense 

impact on the world around him. He brushed against the edges of 

greatness, always finding himself at the nexus of science and religion, 

always pushing the boundaries of possibility.  

In the years since Apollo, lunar Bibles have become treasured 

artifacts, sought by Bible enthusiasts, collectors, and museums across 

the country, although they are sometimes confused with their unmarked 

counterparts flown on Apollo 13 or those distributed by the NCR at the 

1964 New York World’s Fair. But if one looks closely with the aid of a 

microscope, the serial numbers in John Stout’s carefully engraved script 

come into view; and the viewer will know with some certainty that the 

Holy Scripture he is viewing is indeed a treasured fragment of space and 

biblical history.  

As he prepared to leave NASA, he wondered openly if the end of 

Apollo would signal an end to reliance on God for those who worked 

there. His final newsletter echoed this emotion:  

 

When we look up to the heavens, are we reminded of God? 

If we have put Him out of our hearts, if He no longer 

belongs in our lives, if there is no place for Him in our 

society or in our schools, if we have become a nation “under 

God” in name only, or to put it another way, if we have put 

Him in a box and buried Him in some distant cosmic grave, 

then we may not see Him when we look up into the 

heavens. Russian astronauts were quick to report to us that 

they did not see our God up there. One of our own 

astronauts carrying an Apollo Prayer League Bible told us 

after his flight, “If you don’t take Him with you, you are not 

going to find Him up there.”  

 

With the shadows of Apollo fast falling around him, he made his last 

trip to the Manned Spacecraft Center to gather his belongings—the APL 

records, his microscopic eye piece and engraving tool, the picture of his 

beautiful wife, Helen, the love of his life, and the small framed photo of 

his son Jonathan.  
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He walked out of his office at the Manned Spacecraft Center that 

day in 1972, leaving behind a job that helped take twenty-four men to 

the moon, twelve of whom walked among its hills and craters. One of 

them landed the first Bible on it.  

As he closed the door to his office, he turned for one last look. The 

view from his window gave a vista of a once-bustling epicenter of an 

ambitious space program empowered to put a man on the moon—made 

all the more brazen, in retrospect, by the fact that nobody knew it was 

impossible.  

“Fifty years after we are gone,” he thought, “we may only be a foot-

note to what we have left behind. After another 100 or 500 years, we 

may be remembered only by our being associated with the fact that the 

Bible went to the moon. And while we were accomplishing that, we found 

something even greater—we found our own will, our own strength, our 

own future. We found ourselves.”  

He closed and locked the door behind him.  

 

The era of Apollo was over. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Say to me, no more Apollo, 

Say to me the job is done— 

Then I say your words are hollow, 

The work has just begun. 

 

Alfred M. Worden, Command Module Pilot, Apollo 15 

Excerpt from his poem “Apollo Lost” in Hello Earth 
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PHOTO GALLERY 

 

 

 

 

Alan Shepard (right) is greeted by Gus Grissom at the Cape. The two Mercury 7 

astronauts were friendly rivals who flew the first and second manned space 

flights, Freedom 7 and Liberty Bell 7.  

Photo Credit: NASA 
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Chimpanzee Ham was rescued in good shape from his Mercury-Redstone 2 flight 

on January 31, 1961, after the rocket over-accelerated and splashed down in 

rough seas hundreds of miles off course.  Photo Credit: NASA 

 



325 

The Mercury 7 astronauts during survival training in Nevada. Portions of their 

clothing were fashioned from parachute material. From left: Gordon Cooper, 

Scott Carpenter, John Glenn, Alan Shepard, Gus Grissom, Wally Schirra, and 

Deke Slayton. Photo Credit: NASA 

 

Astronaut Ed White uses the nitrogen-pressurized “zip gun” to propel himself 

during his Gemini 4 space walk on June 3, 1965.  Photo Credit: NASA 
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The Apollo 1 crew during training in the Saturn-1B AS-204 capsule. From left: 

Roger Chaffee, Ed White, and Gus Grissom. The crew died in a flash fire on the 

launch pad January 27, 1967. Photo Credit: NASA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Reverend John Stout at Cape Canaveral in 1964 where he worked for NASA 

contractor, Pan American Airways, as manager of the Air Force Eastern Test 

Range information dissemination system and served as an industrial chaplain.  

Photo Credit: Apollo Prayer League archive photo courtesy John and Helen Stout. 
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Madalyn Murray O’Hair, an avowed atheist, became infamous for her 1963 

federal lawsuit banning prayer in U.S. public schools. She later filed suit against 

NASA in an unsuccessful attempt to ban religious acts in space.  Photo Credit: 

Courtesy www.fliker.com, photo by Alan White.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Apollo 12 astronaut Alan Bean (left) presents a printed leather Bible he carried 

on his flight to Reverend John Stout. Photo Credit: Apollo Prayer League 

archive photo courtesy John and Helen Stout 
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“Earthrise" photo taken by the Apollo 8 crew Christmas 1968, showing earth for 

the first time as it appears over the lunar horizon. In an historic live broadcast 

that night, the crew took turns reading from the Book of Genesis. Photo Credit: 

NASA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Apollo 11 Commander Neil Armstrong prepares for a training exercise in the 

Lunar Landing Training Vehicle (LLTV). Armstrong later bailed out of the 

machine seconds before it crashed. Photo Credit: NASA 
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Apollo 11 Commander Neil Armstrong bails out of Lunar Landing Training 

Vehicle (LLTV) second before it crashes.  Photo Credit: NASA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The silver chalice used by Apollo 11 astronaut Buzz Aldrin to partake in a lunar 

communion service on the moon. The 3 ½” chalice is displayed alongside the 

Presbyterian Church seal at Webster Presbyterian Church, Houston, TX.  

Photo Credit: C. L. Mersch courtesy Webster Presbyterian Church.  
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The silicon disc left on the moon by Apollo 11 crew, inscribed “From Planet 

Earth July 1969,” measured roughly 1 ½” in diameter and contained microscopic 

images of good will messages from heads of 74 nations. Photo Credit: Courtesy of 

Tahir Rahman, We Came in Peace for All Mankind, (Photo enhancement by 

James A. Rendina) 

 

 

 

Sy Liebergot, Apollo 13 EECOM Systems Flight Controller at his console in 

Mission Control at the Manned Spacecraft Center in Houston. Liebergot later 

served as EGIL Systems Flight controller for Sklylab.  Photo Credit: NASA  
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Apollo 13 Flight Director Gene Kranz lights up a cigar in Mission Control as 

Commander Jim Lovell appears on screen in Mission Control safely aboard the 

rescue carrier USS Iwo Jima. Photo Credit: NASA 

 

 

The Singin’ Wheel, a favorite hangout of NASA mission controllers, was known 

for its pickled pigs’ knuckles, shuffleboard, and abundance of beer. Photo Credit: 

Courtesy Sy Liebergot  
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The Apollo 14 crew from left: Stuart Roosa, Alan Shepard, and Edgar Mitchell. 

On February 5, 1971, Mitchell succeeded in landing the first lunar Bibles on the 

moon on behalf of The Apollo Prayer League. 
Photo Credit: NASA 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Apollo 14 lunar module Antares rests on the surface of the moon carrying the 

first lunar Bibles. Photo Credit: NASA (Photo enhancement by James A. Redina) 
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"A Moment of Reflection” painting by Ed Hengeveld depicts Apollo 15 

Commander Dave Scott placing a red leather Bible on the console of the lunar 

rover before departing the moon.  Photo Credit: Courtesy Ed Hengeveld 
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The “Genesis Rock” retrieved by Apollo 15 astronauts Dave Scott and Jim Irwin 

from the surface of the moon is believed to be part of the lunar crust formed over 

four billion years ago.   Photo Credit: NASA 
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Apollo 17 Commander Gene Cernan, the last man on the moon, with his wife 

Barbara and daughter Tracy. The astronauts’ children were assigned security 

guards during the mission due to terrorist threats surrounding the 1972 

Olympic Games attack known as Black September.  Photo Credit: Courtesy 

Jerome Bascom, Apollo Mission Photos 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Apollo 17 lunar rover fender, accidentally damaged by a rock hammer in 

Cernan’s pocket, was repaired on the moon with a plastic-coated flight plan 

cover and duct tape.  Photo Credit: NASA 



335 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Apollo 14 astronaut Edgar Mitchell returns the microfilm lunar Bibles to 

Reverend John Stout after his release from quarantine in 1971. Photo Credit: 

Apollo Prayer League archive photo courtesy John and Helen Stout 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A smiling Reverend John Stout 

examines the first lunar Bibles from 

the Apollo 14 packet at a local 

newspaper shortly after their return in 

1971.  Photo Credit: Courtesy 

Bayshore Sun, LaPorte, TX.  
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The Apollo Prayer League microfilm lunar Bibles produced by NCR and 

published by World Publishing Company contained the complete text of the King 

James Bible (actual size).  Photo Credit: Photo courtesy Cornelius Photography.  
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A 1971 map showing the location of Apollo Prayer League members in 

approximately 60 percent of all U.S. postal zones and 16 foreign countries.   

Note:  Image should be printed vertically on a single page by itself in order to 
improved readability. The original is over 40 years old.  
Photo Credit: Apollo Prayer League archives courtesy John and Helen Stout. 
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Excerpt from Senator Lyndon B. Johnson letter to Reverend Stout May 29, 1958. 

Photo Credit: Apollo Prayer League archives courtesy John and Helen Stout. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reverend John M. Stout, 2009 

Photo Credit: Courtesy Lohman Photography, Pasadena, TX. 
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A rare encased Apollo 14 lunar-landed Bible on display at the Dunham Bible 

Museum of America, Houston Baptist University, Houston, TX.  Photo Credit: 

Courtesy Cornelius Photography.    
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