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Abstract 
 
 

 Although tourism in space is a 21st-century phenomenon, spaceflight has been a 

part of American leisure culture since the late 1950s. The space age dawned in the golden 

age of the family road trip. Americans ventured from home in pursuit of pleasure in 

greater numbers in the postwar period than at any previous time in the nation’s history. 

Some of these vacationing motorists made unprompted detours to field centers of the 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), specifically those engaged in 

preparations for the nation’s human spaceflight program. In response to the spontaneous 

appearance of space tourists, NASA centers developed ad-hoc visitor programs and 

enterprising business people in the surrounding communities seized on space as the 

central theme for their existing tourism promotion efforts. The result was a proliferation 

of space-themed tourist attractions and amenities—museums, halls of fame, heritage 

trails, theme parks, and motels—across the American South in the 1950s and 60s.   

This dissertation project explores the production and patronage of space 

attractions in the first decade of human spaceflight. I argue that these sites represent the 

efforts of individuals and institutions to render spaceflight relevant to their lives. Mass 

tourism to space attractions offers a new opportunity to examine the role of spaceflight in 

American society. The most active form of public engagement with space, space tourism 

has been all but neglected by cultural scholars of the space age. Over the past decade a 

rich body of research has emerged from the academy and museum world, which 

approaches questions of popular attitudes towards spaceflight using evidence of passive 

engagement such as public opinion surveys, consumer goods, and film and television. 



iii 
 

The story of space tourism reveals how observers of the space program created and 

consumed space content in an attempt to make meaning of the nation’s activities in space. 
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Introduction 
 

“Let Me Play Among the Stars”: 
Space and American Leisure Culture 

 
I. Going to Goddard 
 

In August 2002 my three younger sisters and I piled into our family’s white Ford 

Aerostar minivan and drove from our home in suburban Philadelphia to Washington, DC. 

The itinerary for our weeklong summer vacation included the museums and monuments 

along the National Mall, a visit to the Smithsonian National Zoo, and shopping at Union 

Station. On our journey home, we made a detour to Greenbelt, Maryland to visit one last 

landmark—the National Aeronautics and Space Administration’s (NASA) Robert H. 

Goddard Space Flight Center.  

The Goddard Space Flight Center, established in 1959 as the space agency’s hub 

for satellite development, was a most unlikely tourist attraction. Tucked inside a wooded 

campus across the street from a Kmart department store, this secure federal facility 

looked more like an exclusive residential neighborhood than a must-see destination. Yet 

its modest Visitor Center proved one of the highlights of our trip. We loved exploring the 

exhibits describing the Center’s major projects, including the new Hubble Space 

Telescope, and I proudly “adopted” a plush panda toy attired in a Mercury-era spacesuit 

from the Goddard gift shop.     

 Revisiting this happy childhood memory through the eyes of a historian, I could 

not help but wonder how the Goddard Space Flight Center came to be a part of our 

itinerary. When, why, and how did this NASA field center begin welcoming visitors? 

How did my mother learn about the visitor programs at the space center? And, most 
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important, why did she choose to include it on our tour of the nation’s capital? These 

questions, derived from personal experience, launched my inquiry into the historical 

origins of “space tourism.” Distinct from tourism in space, space tourism entails leisure 

travel to space-themed attractions on Earth.  

The space age dawned in the golden age of the family road trip. Thanks to the 

proliferation of private automobile ownership in the postwar period, an expanding 

interstate highway system, and the advent of more generous vacation policies in the 

workplace, Americans ventured from home in greater numbers in the 1960s than at any 

previous time in the nation’s history.1 Enterprising business people responded to the 

emerging migratory patterns of the American middle class by developing attractions and 

amenities for vacationing motorists.2 Civic leaders, most often under the guidance of the 

local chamber of commerce, deployed these resources in coherent city- and county-wide 

tourism promotion campaigns.  

In communities where NASA centers were located, chambers of commerce 

concurrently and independently seized on the theme of space for their tourism efforts. 

They had good reason to believe that space sites would draw sizable crowds. Tourists had 

already appeared without prompting at NASA centers only to discover the gates closed. 

These federal facilities operated much like—and were often physically adjacent to—

secure military installations. The space centers performed dangerous and sometimes 

                                                
1 Susan Sessions Rugh, Are We There Yet? The Golden Age of Family Vacations (Lawrence, KS: 
University Press of Kansas, 2008), 17-18. James J. Flink, The Automobile Age (Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 1990), 359. Dianne Perrier, Onramps and Overpasses: A Cultural History of Interstate Travel 
(Gainesville, FL: University of Florida Press, 2009), 315-319.  
2 See American Tourism: Constructing a National Tradition, ed. J. Mark Souther and Nicholas Dagen 
Bloom (Chicago, IL: Center for American Places at Columbia College Chicago, 2012) and John A. Jackle, 
Keith A. Sculle, and Jefferson S. Roger’s The Motel in America (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1996). 
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classified work, and for reasons of safety and national security restricted access to official 

visitors only.3  

Chamber leaders hoped to capture these spontaneous space tourists (and their 

wallets) with space-themed attractions. They sponsored the development of museums, 

heritage trails, and halls of fame that commemorated the activities and achievements of 

America’s space program, but did so in ways that advanced their local agenda. Tourist 

revenue was but one of many factors behind the compulsion to build, promote, and 

maintain space attractions. For example, space sites helped southern communities project 

the image of modern, high-tech metropolises, well-equipped to support new industry.    

At the same time, NASA centers developed their own ad-hoc visitor programs. In 

the agency’s founding legislation, Congress mandated that NASA “provide for the widest 

practicable and appropriate dissemination of information concerning its activities and the 

results thereof.”4 Public Affairs Offices (PAO) at the field centers and Headquarters were 

invested with this responsibility to the American people. Space center tourism became 

one of many ways the PAOs informed the public of the space agency’s activities. The 

timing and manner of public access to the space centers depended on the vision of center 

leadership and public affairs officers.   

Tourism, through its participatory nature, was a particularly powerful form of 

public engagement. By revealing itself in this intimate way, NASA invited visitors to 

make a personal connection to the space program. NASA intended the visitor programs to 

                                                
3 John D. Young (signed for Albert F. Siepert), “Processing and Control of Visits and Visitors” 
Management Instruction, February 1, 1963, 2, Folder GR 1005, JSC History Collection, University of 
Houston-Clear Lake, Houston, TX.  
4 “National Aeronautics and Space Act of 1958,” Public Law #85-568, 72 Stat., 426. Signed by the 
President on July 29, 1958. Record Group 255, National Archives and Records Administration, 
Washington, D.C. Available in NASA Historical Reference Collection, History Office, NASA 
Headquarters, Washington, DC. 
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foster understanding of the agency’s activities and an appreciation of their significance, 

which it hoped would translate into popular support and congressional appropriations. 

Space center tourism—an act of radical transparency in deliberate contrast to the secrecy 

of the Soviet space program—reinforced NASA’s status as a symbol of American 

democracy.  

Overburdened and understaffed, PAOs welcomed community-based space 

attractions as cost-effective complements to their own programs of work. For those 

deemed appropriate, NASA offered not only its endorsement, but also its expertise, 

exhibitry, and artifacts, reserving, of course, the most historically significant objects for 

its own displays. This synergistic relationship was not without tension. Because the space 

agency never supported these institutions financially, it was unable to fully control the 

presentation of its materials.  

The production and patronage of publicly- and privately-sponsored space 

attractions during the late 1950s and 1960s is the focus of my dissertation research. 

Millions of people experienced the space age through mass tourism, yet this popular form 

of public engagement with space has been all but neglected by cultural scholars of the 

space age. Tourism is a powerful tool for contextualizing the U.S. space program within 

American culture. As historian Eric Zuelow asserts, “to study modern tourism is to 

examine the modern age.” Tourism is deeply connected “to virtually every aspect of the 

human experience” and “is linked to politics, economics, culture, aesthetics, medicine 

and health, the environment, technology, the history of ideas, nostalgia and memory, and 

much more besides.”5 It is the product of “the cultural work of a wide range of actors,” 

                                                
5 Eric G. E. Zuelow, A History of Modern Tourism (London, UK: Palgrave, 2016), x. 
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including elected officials and civil servants at all levels of government, 

paragovernmental organizations such chambers of commerce, enterprising business 

people, the media, voters, and, of course, leisure travelers.6  

That these diverse parties united in their promotion of space-themed tourist 

attractions is evidence of the broad resonance of America’s space program at a particular 

moment and place in time. The space museums, halls of fame, heritage trails, amusement 

parks, and motels, which proliferated across the American South, reflected and shaped 

everyday citizens’ engagement with spaceflight. They were sites where people made 

meaning of the space age, inscribing the nation’s celestial activities with terrestrial 

significance.  

 
II. Golden Age of Family Road Trips  
 

More Americans took to the roads in pursuit of pleasure in the 1960s than at any 

earlier time in the nation’s history. Economic prosperity in the postwar era, an increasing 

culture of automobility, the advent of vacation-friendly labor practices, and federal Cold 

War infrastructure programs created the conditions in which family road trips thrived. 

Throughout the Second World War, pinching pennies was a patriotic imperative.  The 

front lines were bolstered by activities on the home front, including the purchase of war 

bonds, the growing of victory gardens, and the rationing of food stuff and other goods.  

After the end of the war, many Americans enjoyed “a new level of general affluence” as 

the US economy grew, in part, because of foreign demand for US goods as well as 

                                                
6 J. Mark Souther and Nicholas Dagen Bloom, “Introduction” in American Tourism: Constructing a 
National Tradition, eds. J. Mark Souther and Nicholas Dagen Bloom (Chicago, IL: Center for American 
Places at Columbia College Chicago, 2012), xii.  
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domestic spending on defense programs.7  In this era of prosperity, mass consumption 

was the new patriotic imperative—conspicuous enjoyment of the comforts of capitalism 

became a powerful weapon in the ideological war against communism.8   

Millions of newly prosperous Americans purchased vehicles for their families.  

During World War II, the U.S. government enlisted automobile manufacturers in the war 

effort.  Assembly lines that produced coupes were repurposed to build tanks.  After the 

war ended and the U.S. economy reconverted to the manufacture of civilian goods, there 

was great demand for automobiles.  In 1953 alone “consumers drove 3.3 million new 

Ford, Chevrolet, and Plymouth cars off sales lots and onto the nation’s roads,” an eleven 

percent increase in the total number of all vehicles in use.9 Americans quickly put their 

new automobiles to recreational use.  Families enjoyed movies at drive-in theaters and 

curbside service at fast food restaurants, while teens sought secluded parking spots for 

romantic rendezvous.10   

Changes in labor practices helped extend these automobile excursions in distance 

and duration.  As Susan Sessions Rugh notes, by 1949 93 percent of collective bargaining 

agreements included some provisions for paid vacations.  Additionally, as employers 

recognized the positive correlation between vacations and worker productivity, “two 

innovations occurred”: a reduction in “the length of service required to earn vacation 

time, and awarding longer vacation periods for time of service.”11  This meant that 

                                                
7 Flink, The Automobile Age, 359. 
8 Rugh, Are We There Yet? 5.  
9  Perrier, Onramps and Overpasses, 316. Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of 
the United States (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1987), 247.  
10 Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press, 1987), 255, 263-4.  James J. Flink, The Automobile Age (Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 1990), 160.     
11 Rugh, Are We There Yet? 17.   
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Americans had the time and money to embark on a driving holiday.  Motels (a 

contraction of “motor hotels”) appeared on roadsides in increasing numbers. The 

proliferation of chains such as Holiday Inn standardized the experience of travel.12  

At the same time, federal infrastructure programs opened new ways to explore 

America by automobile.  After World War II, the National Highway Users Conference 

and American Road Builders Association lobbied Congress for an interstate highway 

system. Together these organizations represented the interests of groups who stood to 

benefit from a large-scale road building project, including automobile manufacturers, 

construction companies, and outfits that produced goods required in the production of 

automobiles and roads, as well as bus and truck companies and automobile dealerships.13  

Their efforts culminated in the passage of the Interstate Highway Act of 1956.  The act 

promised the construction of over 41,000 miles of highways connecting every state 

capital, plus cities with fifty thousand or more residents, to the nation’s capital.14  

Historian of the automobile James J. Flink called the Interstate Highway Act “the most 

ambitious public-works program undertaken in American history.” It represented a 

continuation of federal patronage that the automobile and ancillary industries enjoyed 

during World War II, but for reasons informed by Cold War concerns.  In the event of a 

nuclear attack, highways would serve as evacuation routes out of densely populated 

urban centers.15 

These roadways beckoned newly affluent and mobile families who “were eager to 

vacation with their offspring, providing youngsters with the kind of experiences they 

                                                
12 For a history of roadside accommodations in the United States, see Jackle, et. Al., The Motel in America. 
13 Flink, The Automobile Age, 371. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, 248.  
14 Flink, The Automobile Age, 175-6.   
15 Perrier, Onramps and Overpasses, 315-326.  
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could only have dreamed of as children of the Great Depression.”16 Vacations provided 

an opportunity, away from the demands of home and work, to “strengthen family 

bonds.”17 The stability of the family unit was a national priority in the Cold War. 

“According to the... ethos of the time,” Elaine Tyler May explains, “conflict within the 

United States would harm our image abroad, strengthen the Soviet Union, and weaken 

the nation, making it vulnerable to communism.” As men and women returned to the 

hearth, and traditional gender roles, “postwar American society experienced a surge in 

family life” in an effort to defend democracy.18  

Over 40 percent of the US population—75 million Americans—vacationed in 

1960. Their diverse itineraries included destinations that further strengthened familial 

bonds, for example, grandmother’s house. Other destinations could be classified as places 

of relaxation and recreation (beaches, parkland), entertainment venues (amusement 

parks), educational institutions (museums, planetaria), and heritage sites (national 

historical sites and parks). Throughout the decade the latter category would come to 

include NASA space centers.  

 

III. “Fly Me to the Moon” 
 

For children and adults, leisure activities in the first half of the twentieth century 

increasingly took place in the imagined world of outer space. Like Frank Sinatra crooned 

in his 1954 hit song “Fly Me to the Moon,” Americans wanted to “play among the stars.” 

                                                
16 Tracy Revels, Sunshine Paradise: A History of Florida Tourism (Gainesville, FL: University Press of 
Florida, 2011), 102. 
17 Rugh, 6.  
18 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era (New York, NY: Basic 
Books, 2008), 6, 9. 
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Beginning in the 1920s, popular culture cultivated a national fascination with spaceflight. 

Comic strips, radio programs, television series, films, music, and toys transported 

Earthlings to fantasy worlds among the stars.  

Anthony ‘Buck’ Rogers was the most famous fictional spacefarer of this era. 

Introduced to readers of pulp comic Amazing Stories in 1928, Rogers was a decorated 

World War I pilot who, after exposure to radioactive gas, lost consciousness until the 

25th century. He awoke in a world in which space was a part of the realm of human 

activity. In newspaper strips (beginning 1929), radio programs (1932-36 and 1939-47), 

and on television (1950-51), Rogers and his colleagues engaged in intergalactic 

adventures as they defended North America from various villains.19 Competitors 

developed a comic strip and later film and television show around the character of Flash 

Gordon, who also faced off against space-based foes.   

So popular were the adventures of Buck Rogers that they it inspired some of the 

first space-themed merchandise. According to historian of play Gary Cross, “Buck 

Rogers lived in a world of technological imagination and heroic individualism,” most 

clearly manifested in his futuristic rocket pistol.20 Beginning in 1933 Daisy 

Manufacturing Company of Michigan produced his XZ-31 weapon, along with upgraded 

versions, for sale at national department stores such as Macy’s and Gimbel’s. To keep up 

with demand, the Daisy assembly line operated evenings and on weekends.21 These 

pistols were no passing phase—shoppers could find them in stores for the next twenty 

                                                
19 Mark Young, Steve Duin, and Mike Richardson, Blast Off! Rockets, Robots, Ray Guns, and Rarities from 
the Golden Age of Space Toys (Milwaukie, OR: Dark Horse Books, 2001), 35-41.  
20 Gary Cross, Kids’ Stuff: Toys and the Changing World of American Childhood (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1997), 114.  
21 Young, et. al., Blast Off!, 31-35.  
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years. Margaret Weitekamp argues that this kind of toy was particularly popular because 

it permitted children to adopt the perspective of the hero during playtime.22   

Stories of spacefarers abounded during the 1950s, and television was the primary 

medium through which they were presented. Captain Video and His Video Rangers 

predated Buck Rogers as the first “space opera,” as this genre was known. Airing between 

1949 and 1955, the show followed Captain Video and his sidekick Video Ranger as they 

defended Earth from all manner of terrestrial and celestial threats. Concurrent series Tom 

Corbett, Space Cadet (1950-1955) maintained a similar premise, though with most of the 

action concentrated at Space Academy, where Tom and his companions trained to join 

the Solar Guard. With their “often fantastical, cheaply produced, and melodramatic” 

storylines, Captain Video, Rogers, Gordon, and Corbett attracted devoted audiences of 

imaginative children. Weitekamp suggests that such aesthetics were the product of still-

developing “business models that eventually created high-quality episodic television.”23 

The cohort of low-quality space shows generated demand for high-quantity 

branded and unbranded merchandise. Manufacturers across the country and in Japan 

produced playsets and figurines—rendered in tin, aluminum, and later die-injection 

molded plastics—for children to stage their own space dramas, as well as rays guns and 

other accessories to help them play the part. For example, the Tracies Company of 

Holyoke, Massachusetts, printed booklets of “Interplanetary Currency” in the 1950s. 

(Figure I.1) This “educational” and “fun” play money could fund hours of imaginary 

                                                
22 Margaret Weitekamp, “Space Craze: America’s Enduring Fascination with Spaceflight, Real and 
Imagined” (presentation, Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum History Seminar on Contemporary 
Science and Technology, Washington, DC, October 18, 2018).  
23 Margaret A. Weitekamp, “Setting the Scene for Human Spaceflights: Men into Space and The Man and 
the Challenge” in Spacefarers: Images of Astronauts and Cosmonauts in the Heroic Age of Spaceflight, ed. 
Michael J. Neufeld (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press, 2013), 10. 



11 
 

adventures in space.24 The Tracies Company was confident that an interplanetary society 

would be a capitalist one.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure I.1. “Interplanetary Currency,” Tracies Company (USA), ca. 1950s.  

Courtesy Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum.   
 
 

Not satisfied to follow or play along at home, Americans wanted to experience 

space travel in person. Beginning in the 1930s, Americans sought opportunities to get 

acquainted with the heavens at planetaria.25 Reproducing the night sky indoors, these 

celestial theaters taught the public about all manner of astronomical matter, including 

planets and their moons, stars, constellations, and comets. Set to live narration from 

professional astronomers, the projectors brought the heavens to Earth. In the late 1940s 

and early 1950s, planetaria began to experiment with a new type of show that brought the 

audience to the heavens.  

                                                
24 Tracies Company, “Interplanetary Currency,” Object A1997094800, Smithsonian National Air and Space 
Museum Collection.  
25 For a history of planetaria see Jordan Marche, Theaters of Time and Space: American Planetaria, 1930-
1970 (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005) and Alison Griffiths, Shivers Down Your 
Spine: Cinema, Museums, and the Immersive View (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2008). 
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The Griffith Observatory, an observatory-planetarium-science museum perched 

atop the ridge of Mount Hollywood in Los Angeles, was one of the first institutions in the 

United States to offer “space travel” shows. Opening in 1948, “A Trip to the Moon” was 

one of the Observatory’s most popular presentations. Director Dinsmore Alter insisted 

that “all of the travel itself, except for the appearance of the moon, will be taken care of 

by the words of the demonstrator in the darkened theater.”26 Yet Griffith’s staff could not 

resist the gravity of Hollywood for long. “If science is to be taught to the public and if its 

relationship to our everyday life is explained, it is necessary,” Alter acknowledged in 

1949, “to present a lure which will bring the people in large numbers to the place of 

instruction.”27 The lure included the increasing use of special visual and sound effects in 

its planetaria shows, while maintaining accuracy of the astronomical information.     

Griffith’s 1957 show, “A Trip to the Milky Way,” began with a rocket launch 

from an equatorial island. “The island, the palm trees, the Polynesian music, the rocket, 

all are realistic,” Alter wrote. “After we enter it, the final checking by the crew, the whine 

of the fuel pumps, and the great blast of the rocket will make it easy for some to believe 

that actually they are on their way.”28 Space travel shows were so popular that Griffith 

presented them throughout the summer months, much longer than the four to six weeks 

allotted for standard shows on the constellations, for example.  

Adjacent to the planetarium theater, Griffith’s Hall of Science featured 

astronomical exhibits, including an 11.5-meter diameter model of the surface of the 

Moon that captivated visitors from 1935 to 1967. Architect and scientific illustrator 

                                                
26 Dinsmore Alter, “A Trip to the Moon,” Griffith Observer 12, no. 7 (July 1948): 81.  
27 Dinsmore Alter, “Space Travel Projectors,” Griffith Observer 13, no. 7 (July 1949): 87. 
28 Dinsmore Alter, “Parade of the Milky Way,” Griffith Observer 21, no. 6 (June 1957): 69. 
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Roger Hayward designed the model based on the latest lunar observations from nearby 

Mt. Wilson Observatory, and Los Angeles sculptor Caspar Gruenfeld brought Hayward’s 

drawings to life in plaster and steel.29 The central feature was the Copernicus crater, a 

depression so wide and deep that it was visible through 17th-century telescopes.   

Hayward and Gruenfeld’s Moon model was the basis for another southern 

California space travel attraction, “A Rocket to the Moon,” at Walt Disney’s Disneyland 

theme park. Opened in 1955 in Anaheim, Disneyland entertained guests with rides, 

exhibits, performances, concessions, and gift shops dispersed across four thematic zones. 

Disney set three of the lands in the fictional past of characters from his popular films 

Sleeping Beauty (Fantasyland), The Jungle Book (Adventureland), and Davy Crockett, 

King of the Wild Frontier (Frontierland). In 1954, months before construction was set to 

start, Disney lacked a strong focus for the fourth zone, Tomorrowland. He did, however, 

want it to reflect the idea “that technological progress was a positive force for change in 

the life of the average American.”30 Ward Kimball, longtime Disney animator and friend, 

suggested space exploration as a central theme for Tomorrowland. Inspired by a series of 

articles in Collier’s magazine, Kimball felt that the human exploration of space—not yet 

realized, but becoming more likely every day—was the perfect illustration of America’s 

march of technological progress.31  

Disney agreed, and constructed a Spaceport in the heart of Tomorrowland, 

marking it with an 80-foot high rocket—the tallest structure in the park. (Figure I.2) The 

                                                
29 Stuart W. Leslie and Emily A. Margolis, “Griffith Observatory: Hollywood’s Celestial Theater,” Early 
Popular Visual Culture 15, no. 2 (2017), 235.  
30 Catherine Newell, “The Strange Case of Dr. von Braun and Mr. Disney: Frontierland, Tomorrowland, 
and America’s Final Frontier,” The Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 25, no. 3 (2013), 417.  
31 Newell, “The Strange Case of Dr. von Braun and Mr. Disney,” 419.  
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Moonliner, sponsored by Trans World Airlines and designed by German-American 

rocket engineer Wernher von Braun and Disney “imagineer” John Hench, beckoned 

guests to “experience the thrills that space travelers of the future will encounter when 

rocket trips to the moon become a daily routine.”32 The thrills came courtesy of the 

theatrical attraction “A Rocket to the Moon,” which simulated a circumlunar voyage on a 

dramatically compressed time scale, so as to accommodate thousands of aspiring 

spacefarers each day.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure I.2. TWA Moonliner at Disney’s Tomorrowland, ca. 1955. Courtesy J.P. Santiago. 

 

Disney’s spacecraft looked less like the Moonliner and more like a movie theater-

in-the-round with porthole-shaped screens on the ceiling and floor. After liftoff, the dual 

screens simulated space travel by showing synchronized films of Disneyland receding 

from view below as the Moon grew larger (and “closer”) above. The climax was a 

                                                
32 Ben Lawrence, “Disneyland’s Rocket to the Moon History!” Walt Disney, last modified August 17, 
2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mLMBdfEZMNs.  
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circumlunar orbit, which allowed visitors to observe in detail the cratered surface of the 

Moon.  Orbital photographs of the lunar landscape not yet available, Disney called upon 

Hayward to update his model of the Griffith Moon for filming close-ups of the lunar 

surface.33   

Voiceover from the fictional Captain Collins reassured anxious guests waiting to 

board the “A Rocket to the Moon” that they would “suffer no discomfort in outer space,” 

which was more than park employees could expect.34 Resident “spaceman” K7 and his 

companion Space Girl mingled with guests as they queued for their journey to the Moon. 

While Disney costume designers attired Space Girl in a skirt short enough for the 

California sun (and to excite midcentury sensibilities of sex appeal), they placed K7 in a 

full spacesuit that must have felt on the inside like the surface of Mercury. “‘Earthlings’ 

find his asbestos costume and plastic helmet a natural magnet for youthful curiosity,” one 

newspaper reported.35 

 

IV. Flying to the Moon  

Popular culture fueled America’s fascination with space in the first half of the 

twentieth century. Entertainment and playtime were increasingly set in space-based 

fantasy worlds, and excursions to planetaria and Disney’s Tomorrowland brought these 

worlds to life. By the late 1950s space was fully entrenched in American leisure culture. 

Until midcentury, spaceflight belonged exclusively the realm of fiction. “Space 

                                                
33 Leslie and Margolis, 235.  
34 Disneylandtourdotcom, “Disneyland Update-Tomorrowland of the 1950s-Part 1,” last modified June 15, 
2009, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PNX80CgeFiY.  
35 “Lost Earthlings Far More Trouble Than Any ‘Space Travel,’ K-7 Finds,” Pasadena Independent 
(Pasadena, CA), December 18, 1955.  
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boosters,” active in the early to mid-1950s, indicated that space travel was soon to 

become a reality. They published magazine articles and appeared on television shows to 

champion the cause of spaceflight.36 Experts in their own right, the boosters introduced 

into the public discourse evidence of advances in rocketry and spacecraft design, as well 

as the results of physiological studies simulating the orbital environment, which soon 

would enable the United States to become a space-faring nation.  

On October 4, 1957 the Soviet Union successful placed the first artificial Earth 

satellite into space. The United States followed suit on January 31, 1958 after an 

embarrassing failure in early December of the previous year. By July the U.S. Congress 

passed the “National Aeronautics and Space Act of 1958,” creating NASA and investing 

it with three primary responsibilities: to “plan, direct, and conduct aeronautical and space 

activities,” to “arrange for participation by the scientific community” in those activities, 

and to “provide for the widest practicable and appropriate dissemination of information 

concerning its activities and the results thereof.”37 Thus, NASA’s exploration of space for 

“peaceful purposes for the benefit of all mankind” would take place before the eyes of the 

world.  

NASA became the most prolific creator of popular space content in the United 

States. It established a central Public Affairs Office with branches at each field center to 

discharge its duties to the American public. Leadership modeled its operation after the 

Office of Public Information at the National Advisory Committee on Aeronautics 

(NACA), NASA’s predecessor organization. The Office of Public Information had 

                                                
36 De Witt Douglas Kilgore, “Engineers’ Dreams: Wernher von Braun, Willy Ley, and Astrofuturism in the 
1950s,” Canadian Review of American Studies 27, no. 2 (1997): 103-131. 
37 “National Aeronautics and Space Act of 1958,” Public Law #85-568, 72 Stat., 426. HQ.  
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“smoothed relations between the NACA, the military, and industry, helping the NACA to 

remain a minor cooperative partner within the exploding military-industrial complex.”38 

NASA’s PAO, however, would need to engage an audience of American taxpayers, not 

generals and business tycoons.  

 The PAOs used the media as a conduit for delivering content to the American 

public. NASA staffed its public affairs offices with journalists and broadcasters who 

“understood a good story and what details appealed to the press.”39 They produced and 

disseminated reams of press releases, fact sheets, photographs, and diagrams, as well as 

reels of radio and television programming for use, in entirety or in excerpt, by the media. 

The space agency also created opportunities for reporters to record their own impressions 

of NASA’s activities, inviting them to witness live events, participate in press 

conferences, and attend commemorative ceremonies. Historian James L. Kauffman 

suggests that the PAO at Headquarters staged high-profile events to maximize positive 

press coverage. For example, it arranged for the young and charismatic President John F. 

Kennedy to award the agency’s Distinguished Service Medal in the White House Rose 

Garden, rather than NASA leadership bestowing the honor at one of its facilities.40  

The PAO also reached the public through informal learning environments such as 

cultural centers, museums, and other community spaces. Rather than communicate a 

technical message in these venues, NASA opted to develop exhibitions that would 

encourage audiences to form an emotional connection to the nation’s space agency—its 

                                                
38 Kristen A. Starr, “NASA’s Hidden Power: NACA/NASA Public Relations and the Cold War, 1945-
1967’” dissertation, Auburn University, 2008), 2.  
39 David Meerman Scott and Richard Jurek, Marketing the Moon: The Selling of the Apollo Lunar Program 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2014), 17.  
40 James L. Kauffman, Selling Outer Space: Kennedy, the Media, and Funding for Project Apollo, 1961-
1963 (Tuscaloosa, AL: The University of Alabama Press, 1994), 15.  
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people and programs, activities and accomplishments. Leadership understood that the fate 

of their federal agency depended, in part, on the support of American taxpayers. 

Encounters with material evidence of the space age, in particular human spaceflight, they 

believed, could engender an advantageous affinity among their target audience. 

NASA’s early exhibit program was largely reactionary. “Hard pressed by requests 

from United States and foreign museums and exhibitors for space-related hardware for 

exhibition” since its founding, NASA organized an agency-wide Artifacts Committee in 

June 1964.41 Deputy Administer Hugh L. Dryden charged the committee with 

maintaining an inventory of historical artifacts across the agency and disposing of them, 

on a temporary basis, to appropriate repositories.42 The Headquarters-based team enlisted 

individual centers in identifying “scientific and technical equipment which potentially 

constitute historical artifacts and exhibit items.” Center personnel was left to determine 

the historical value of its materiel, and report it to the committee twice annually.43  

The Artifacts Committee only entertained loan requests from events that were 

“educational or public service in nature,” such as museum exhibitions and science fairs. 

“Commercial overtones” or plans to charge admission were grounds for rejection. 

Furthermore, “joint NASA/DOD events” were to be avoided so as not to “confuse the 

civilian mission of space exploration with military activities.”44 Ultimately, the 

committee was responsible for ensuring that the agency’s artifacts were displayed in 

contexts that presented the space program as a peaceful agent of “national pride and 

                                                
41 Julian Scheer, “Semiannual Reports of Inventory of Exhibits and Museum Items” Management 
Instruction, August 25, 1964, 1, GR 1006, UHCL.  
42 Hugh L. Dryden, “Disposition of NASA Artifacts of Historical Interest” Management Instruction, June 
19, 1964, 2-3, GR 1006, UHCL.  
43 Scheer, “Semiannual Reports of Inventory of Exhibits and Museum Items,” 1.  
44 Julian Scheer, “NASA Exhibits Program” Management Instruction, January 19, 1967, 23, GR 1005, 
UHCL. 
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prestige.”45 It also considered, of course, the repository’s ability to care for and secure the 

artifact(s), as well as the stature of the institution and the size of its audience.   

The museums of the venerable Smithsonian Institution attracted some of the 

largest crowds in the country. Allan Needell shows that as early as 1959 the National Air 

Museum (renamed the National Air and Space Museum in 1966) expressed interest in 

obtaining NASA artifacts, in particular a Mercury spacecraft. Leonard Carmichael, 

Secretary of the Smithsonian, had bigger plans in mind. In October of that year he wrote 

to NASA Administrator T. Keith Glennan “to offer the services and facilities of the 

National Air Museum… for the collection, preservation and display of significant historic 

items in the field of your agency.” Glennan was generally amenable to working with the 

Smithsonian, however agency historian Eugene Emme felt that NASA should bear the 

responsibility of preserving and presenting its own history. Glennan’s successor James E. 

Webb eventually entered into an agreement just as Carmichael had proposed. 

Overwhelmed with loan requests and looking to reduce its budget in the lead up to 

Project Apollo, NASA disbanded the Artifacts Committee in March 1967 and 

permanently transferred its responsibilities, along with the agency’s historical artifact 

collection, to the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum (NASM).4647  

Up until this point, NASA loaned individual artifacts as well as full exhibitions 

developed by PAO officers at various field centers. Headquarters coordinated the space 

                                                
45 Dryden, “Disposition of NASA Artifacts of Historical Interest,” 1-2.  
46 “Agreement Between the National Aeronautics and Space Administration and the Smithsonian Institution 
Concerning the Custody and Management of NASA Historical Artifacts,” March 10, 1967. Smithsonian 
Institution Archives, Record Unit 346, National Air and Space Museum, Office of the Deputy Director, 
NASM Files, Box 1, Folder: “Agreements NASM (National Air and Space Museum) with NASA (National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration), 1967.”  Courtesy of Allan Needell.  
47 Allan Needell, “National and International Expositions and the Origins of the National Apollo 11 
Artifacts Collection,” Artefacts (forthcoming).     
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agency’s contributions to bigger events, such as the 1962 Century 21 Fair in Seattle as 

well as the 1964-65 New York World’s Fair. One of the centerpieces of the Seattle 

exhibit was John Glenn’s Friendship 7 spacecraft in which he became the first American 

to orbit the Earth. The spacecraft traveled the world on a tour known as the “fourth orbit,” 

embedded in a larger exhibition that utilized audio and visual cues, as well as perspective, 

to encourage the viewer to imagine her or himself inside with Glenn.48 After the NASA-

NASM agreement, Headquarters continued to provide for NASA’s participation in major 

exhibitions, for example the Expositions in Montreal (1967) and Osaka (1970), drawing 

from the Smithsonian collections instead of its own stockrooms.  

NASA not only developed exhibitions around its decommissioned hardware, it 

also created content specifically for display. In 1962 Administrator James E. Webb 

founded the NASA Art Program to create “a record for the future of some of the greatest 

moments of the present through a medium that is as old as our recorded past—the 

intimate, human medium of the artist’s eye and hand.”49 Although NASA employed a 

corps of photographers to document its activities, officials felt that artists alone could 

“interpret, probe,” and convey to the masses “the inner meaning and emotional impact of 

events” of the space program.50 Webb understood that positive emotional connections to 

the space program would lay the foundation for future support.51  

                                                
48 See Jean-Baptiste Gouyon, “Making Science at Home: Visual Displays of Space Science and Nuclear 
Physics at the Science Museum and on Television in Postwar Britain,” History and Technology 30, no. 1-2 
(2014): 49 and Teasel Muir-Harmony, “From Spaceship to Icon: Friendship 7’s ‘Fourth Orbit,’” in “Project 
Apollo, Cold War Diplomacy and the American Framing of Global Interdependence” (Dissertation for 
MIT, 2014) 79-104.  
49 J. Carter Brown in The Artists and Space. Personal archive of James Dean.  
50 Peter Hurd, “Mercury-Atlas 9,” reprinted from Art in America no. 5 (1963), National Air and Space 
Museum Aeronautics Department Archive, Peter Hurd Folder. 
51 Anne Collins Goodyear, “The Relationship of Art to Science,” 200.  
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Webb installed James Dean, public affairs officer and artist, at the helm of the art 

program.52  Dean invited prominent American artists, such as Norman Rockwell, Robert 

Rauschenberg, Robert McCall, and Jamie Wyeth, to visit NASA facilities. NASA granted 

them nearly unrestricted access to the agency’s activities and personnel at the Kennedy 

Space Center launch complex, Manned Spacecraft Center, Marshall Space Flight Center, 

as well as Manned Space Flight Network tracking stations and US Navy ships engaged in 

spacecraft recovery. The artists received a modest honorarium in exchange for their 

impressions of the new age of American exploration. 

 NASA first displayed its collection of artwork at the National Gallery of Art in 

Washington, DC in 1965 before sending it out on national tour under the auspices of the 

Smithsonian Institution Traveling Exhibition Service (SITES). The available bookings 

filled almost immediately, leaving SITES to organize two additional tours.53 Between 

1966 and 1972, the exhibits “Eyewitness to Space” I and II and “Mission Apollo” 

traveled to 58 institutions in 29 states, logging over 68,000 miles of travel across the 

continental US. Tour stops included science, art, and history museums, science centers 

and planetaria, educational institutions of all levels, philanthropic organizations, and 

corporate headquarters. 

Another one of NASA’s most popular outreach programs, administered through 

Headquarters, was the Space Science Demonstration Unit, known as the Spacemobile. It 

was established in 1961 at the suggestion of Dr. I.M. Levitt, director of the Fels 

Planetarium at the Franklin Institute. Levitt had developed a space science roadshow, 

                                                
52 James Dean (Director of NASA Art Program) in discussion with the author, January 31, 2015.  
53 “Eyewitness to Space I” Tour Schedule, Record Unit 290, Box 25, Folder 5, Smithsonian Institution 
Archives, Washington, DC.  
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which he presented to crowds of enthusiastic adult learners in Philadelphia and beyond. 

Believing such a program could be of value to America’s youth, whose scientific literacy 

had become a national imperative following the 1958 National Defense Education Act, 

Levitt offered his services to NASA.54  

The space agency supplied the planetarium director with a Chevrolet Greenbriar 

van painted in red, white, and blue, and filled it with approximately twenty models of 

rockets and spacecraft. (Figure I.3) Levitt hired his colleague Don Cox, former director of 

public relations for the Navy’s Vanguard satellite program, as the unit’s first lecturer-

demonstrator. “In the first 18 months of the program,” Cox remembered, he and his 

partner “put on more than 550 demonstrations in elementary, junior high and high 

schools, colleges, teacher training courses, state fairs and at the 1962 World's Fair in 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure I.3. NASA Spacemobile, ca. early 1960s. Courtesy NASA.  

                                                
54 Don Cox, “In Orbit on the Road,” originally published in Ad Astra 1992, OSU/NASA Education Projects: 
Aerospace Education Services Program (AESP) Archive online, 
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Seattle.”55 The popularity of the space science demonstrations led NASA to expand its 

efforts, eventually contracting Oklahoma State University to administer the program. The 

University staffed its fleet of Spacemobiles with science majors in possession of 

exceptional public speaking skills. 

NASA’s expansive public affairs operation ensured that spaceflight was a part of 

daily life in the United States, from the morning paper to the evening news, in the 

classroom, and on display in exhibitions large and small in towns and cities across the 

country. American audiences, already fascinated by fictional spaceflight, eagerly 

consumed the resources produced by the space agency. 

 

V. Popular Culture in the Era of Human Spaceflight 

Thanks to NASA’s dissemination of images and information, space became even 

more entrenched in American culture. The agency’s activities set off a cascade of even 

more space-themed cultural products and consumer goods in the late 1950s and 1960s. At 

this time the public came to expect greater realism in popular depictions of spaceflight. 

The first wave of television programs after the space agency’s founding embraced 

science fact without completely abandoning science fiction. Men into Space and The Man 

and the Challenge, which ran from 1959-1960 on the CBS and NBC networks, 

respectively, presented the scientific, technological, and interpersonal challenges of space 

travel. Men into Space followed Colonel Edward McCauley in his career as astronaut in 

the United States Air Force’s nascent space exploration program. Producers consulted 

representatives from the Department of Defense for accuracy.56 The man in The Man and 
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the Challenge was Dr. Glenn Barton, research scientist, and his challenge was the 

development of protocol for human spaceflight. In both of these series, and in reality, 

space was a place soon-to-be conquered by humans. 

 Other series balanced semi-accurate technical details with fantastical plot points. I 

Dream of Jeannie, for example, which aired on NBC’s primetime lineup between 1965 

and 1970, presented the adventures of astronaut Tony Nelson, captain in the US Air 

Force. In the first episode of the show, Nelson’s spacecraft lands off course. Stranded on 

a desert island, he meets his future wife, Jeannie, a magical genie who emerges from a 

bottle to rescue him. Much of the series was set (although not filmed) in and around the 

launch complexes at Cape Canaveral and the Kennedy Space Center, and sometimes 

featured actual footage of NASA launches. The show glamorized the high-paced, 

swinging lifestyle of Cocoa Beach, where Jeannie’s antics proved a hilarious hindrance to 

spaceflight. The subtext of the show made it clear that women had no place in space, a 

sentiment with which NASA agreed.57  

 Numerous films of this era were set (but not filmed), wholly or in part, in space. 

For example, the 1964 The Reluctant Astronaut starred Don Knotts in the titular role. In 

this slapstick comedy NASA sent Knotts, a custodian at NASA’s Manned Spacecraft 

Center, into space to best the Soviets and their plan to launch a dentist into orbit. The 

goofy effects simulating zero gravity—including slices of bread suspended by strings 

from the ceiling of the spacecraft—were cut with real footage from KSC and MSC.  Of 

the space films made in the 1960s, none were box office hits or critically acclaimed, with 
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the exception of Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 masterpiece 2001: A Space Odyssey. Nominated 

for four Academy Awards (and taking home the statuette for best visual effects), 2001 

was the eighth highest grossing film of the decade.58 

Companies large and small, domestic and foreign, observed America’s insatiable 

appetite for stories about space and spacefarers, and responded with products for the 

space-minded consumer. Space-themed games and puzzles, lunch pails and thermoses, 

model kits and model rockets, and housewares from lamps to cookie jars appeared in 

homes across the country. Dating back to the Buck Rogers space pistols of the 1930s, 

parents gladly purchased space playthings for their children. In the space age stores 

offered even greater selections of galactic goods. Japanese toy company Yonezawa Toys, 

Co., Ltd., produced and exported tin playsets for the American market in the 1950s and 

60s. Space-crazed children could roll Yonezawa’s “Cape Canaveral Satellite Monitor” 

mobile unit into position and rotate the plastic antenna to receive transmissions from 

space vehicles.59 (Figure I.4) Markings indicated that the unit belonged to the “ICBM 

Rocket Research Division” of the “United States Guided Missile Center.” If this toy 

celebrated the hard power of military rocketry, this blanket rejoiced in the soft power of 

America’s civilian space agency, with gestures towards defense applications. (Figure I.5) 

Commemorating John Glenn’s orbital spaceflight in 1962, it featured the central image of 

Glenn climbing into his Friendship 7 spacecraft.60 Around the periphery small scenes of 

                                                
58 Tim Dirks, “All-Time (Domestic) Box-Office Hits and Top Films By Decade and Year,” FilmSite online, 
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60 “Friendship 7 Blanket,” Object A20090030000, Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum 
Collection.  
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other space projects appear, including the U.S. Air Force’s Dyna-soar rocket and the U.S. 

Navy’s Vanguard satellite, depicted in realistic detail.  

Realism was a selling point for Revell, Inc., one of the top manufacturers of scale 

model kits in the United States. Throughout the late 1950s and 1960s, Revell’s product 

line expanded from trains, planes, automobiles, and ships to include spacecraft models. 

Its “authentic” and “easy to assemble” Mercury-Redstone kit, for example, even featured 

faux newspaper clippings of a launch on its packaging.61 (Figure I.6) The most authentic 

form of play was model rocketry. The Estes Company began the first mass production of 

reusable model rockets in 1958 based on the concept of G. Harry Stine and Orville 

Carlisle. Stine and Carlisle founded the National Association of Rocketry in 1957 to 

prepare “today’s youth to take its place in the world of rocket power and 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure I.4. “Cape Canaveral Satellite Monitor,” Yonezawa Co., Ltd. (Japan), ca. 1950s.  
Courtesy Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum.  
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Figure I.5. Friendship 7 Blanket, Unknown Manufacturer, ca. 1960s.  

Courtesy Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure I.6. Mercury-Redstone Model Kit, Revell, Inc. (USA), ca. 1960s. 

Courtesy Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum. 
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astronautics.”62 Model rocketry became a favorite pastime for America’s boyhood, with 

some girls joining the organization “because they realize there is a future for women in 

the Space Age.”63       

 In the era of human spaceflight, Americans continued to fill their leisure time with 

space, but increasingly valued realism from this experience. The quest for authenticity 

eventually led space-minded tourists to NASA’s gates. Space was a pervasive part of 

leisure culture at home, why not on the road, too? Of particular interest to the public were 

those facilities engaged in preparations for America’s human spaceflight program. 

Satellites could never capture the imagination in the same way as the smiling all-

American astronaut, brave (or crazy) enough to strap himself inside of a tin can and 

launch into the unknown of space for the prestige of his country.  

When tourists began appearing at the space agency’s gates in the late 1950s, it 

was at those facilities supporting the human exploration of space—the George C. 

Marshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville, Alabama, where charismatic German-

American rocket engineer Wernher von Braun designed, tested, and constructed launch 

vehicles for America’s astronauts; the John F. Kennedy Space Center in Brevard County, 

Florida, NASA’s launch site posthumously named for the late president; and the Manned 

Spacecraft Center in Houston, Texas, training academy of astronauts and home of the 

Mission Control Center.  

 

 

                                                
62 William Colburn, “Where did Model Rocketry Really Start?” Peak of Flight no. 314 (2012): 2-4.  
63 National Association of Rocketry, “Brochure,” ca. 1960, accessed February 1, 2019, 
https://www.nar.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/1960NARBrochure.jpg. 
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VI. Heritage Travel 

 Beyond the quest for authentic experiences, vacationers were drawn to NASA 

facilities as heritage sites. As spaceflight became a defining characteristic of American 

identity, space sites became a part of national heritage. To know NASA was to know the 

best of the Cold War state. Its feats of scientific, technological, and managerial 

innovation and excellence demonstrated the fundamental superiority of the society that 

produced them. 

Mass tourism emerged in the United States in the form of heritage travel. “As a 

national transportation system and communication network spread a metropolitan 

corridor across America, as methods of mass production and mass distribution created a 

national market, as corporate capitalism begot an expanding middle class with time and 

money to spend on leisure,” Marguerite Shaffer explains in her book See America First: 

Tourism and National Identity, 1880-1940, tourism industries developed around “the 

sights and scenes of the American nation.”64 Visiting the national parks and historic sites 

became “a ritual of citizenship” as the country grasped for a unified identity after the 

trauma of the Civil War and in the wake of rapid social changes during the industrial 

revolution.65  

Heritage travel enjoyed a midcentury renaissance. Seeking reassurance of their 

“superiority as they dealt with the insecurity of cold war politics,” Americans returned, 

en masse, to the sites where their forefathers and mothers forged their nation and its 

ideals.66  Adults came to remember and to recommit themselves to the quintessentially 

                                                
64 Marguerite Shaffer, See America First: Tourism and National Identity, 1880-1940 (Washington, DC: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001), 263.  
65 Ibid., 3.  
66 Rugh, Are We There Yet? 42. 
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American values that distinguished the United States from its communist adversaries, and 

to share these values with their children. Foundational sites of American democracy such 

as Philadelphia’s Independence Hall, icons of freedom like the Statue of Liberty in New 

York Harbor, and reminders of decisive moments in American history like the Civil War 

battlefield at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, were some of the top tourist attractions of the 

decade.67  

NASA centers joined the class of heritage sites as attractions that represented both 

democracy’s fullest expression and its best defense. Although the civilian space agency 

played down the military applications of its work, the public easily recognized that the 

only difference between a rocket and a missile is the payload. America’s space sites were 

battlefields of sorts.  

Historian Susan Sessions Rugh describes heritage tourism as “a way to educate 

children as citizens.”68 The ideal Cold War citizen would need to understand America’s 

past and contribute to its future. When the Soviet Union bested the United States at 

placing the first satellite in orbit, Americans confronted the possibility of that the 

technological dominance they had enjoyed since the Second World War was eroding. 

Congress made scientific literacy a national priority with the 1958 National Defense 

Education Act, which subsidized higher education in the sciences, as well as provided for 

research grants and training. Space science had particular significance at this time. 

                                                
67 National Park Service, “Prospectus for a Visitor Services Program at the John F. Kennedy Space Center, 
NASA, Merritt Island, Florida,” 1965, 84, Record Group 255, National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration, Kennedy Space Center, Public Affairs Office, Historical Events and Community Relations, 
1961-1980, Accession #82-017, Box #5, National Archives and Records Administration, Atlanta, GA. 
68 Rugh, 6.  
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“Control of space means control of the world,” observed Senator Lyndon B. Johnson (D-

Texas) in early 1958.  

Detours to space centers in Huntsville, Alabama, Brevard County, Florida, and 

Houston, Texas, allowed parents to prepare their children for the new responsibilities of 

citizenship in the space age. Space center tourism also provided an opportunity for NASA 

to cultivate “an informed citizenry” as well as preserve “the role of the United States as a 

leader in aeronautical and space science and technology” by encouraging the next 

generation of aerospace workers.69  

 

VII. An Exclusionary Practice  

Space tourism was not accessible pastime for all Americans. Few faces of color 

can be found in the crowds that converged on space attractions. The overwhelming 

whiteness of the space tourists replicates the overwhelming whiteness of NASA’s 

workforce. A 1966 study of the aerospace industry revealed that only seven-tenths of one 

percent of scientists, engineers, and technicians identified as African American. In 

describing the institutional racism within the aerospace industry, historian Kim McQuaid 

explained, “African Americans pushed brooms; whites built airplanes” and spacecraft.70 

The few black professionals at NASA and its contractors, having overcome steep 

racialized barriers to employment, faced serious discrimination and harassment in the 

workplace.71  

                                                
69 Julian Scheer, “Conduct of NASA Educational Programs” Management Instruction, September 1, 1965, 
1, Folder GR 1005, UHCL.  
70 Kim McQuaid, “‘Racism, Sexism, and Space Ventures’: Civil Rights at NASA in the Nixon Era and 
Beyond” in Societal Impact of Spaceflight, ed. Steven J. Dick and Roger D. Launius (Washington, DC: 
NASA, 2007), 424.  
71 Accounts of de factor racial segregation within the space agency can be found in Richard Paul and 
Steven Moss’ We Could Not Fail and Margot Lee Shetterly’s Hidden Figures.  
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De facto discrimination extended to the cockpit, too. Only one black man, U.S. 

Air Force Captain Edward Dwight, Jr., was considered for astronaut candidacy in the first 

decade of human spaceflight. In July 1961 the Kennedy Administration had inquired 

about the possibility of including non-white pilots in the astronaut corp. As “Soviet 

propagandists were emphasizing racial injustice in the United States in nearly half of 

their global output” in the 1950s, equality—at least the appearance thereof—was a 

necessary defensive measure in the nation’s crusade against communism in the Third 

World.72 Edward R. Murrow, director of the U.S. Information Agency, which advanced 

America’s agenda abroad through the exercise of soft power, explained to the White 

House that a non-white astronaut would enhance the nation’s esteem in the Global 

South.73 With encouragement from Murrow, Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, and 

civil rights leaders, General Curtis LeMay compelled the U.S. Air Force Test Pilot 

School, training ground for America’s astronauts, to accepted Dwight into its program in 

1962. 

Dwight was highly visible throughout his three years of training. He participated 

in nationwide speaking engagements organized by civil rights leader Whitney Young, 

filmed a NASA newsreel for use in the agency’s Spacemobile children’s education 

program, and appeared on magazine covers and in newspapers headlines, especially in 

the black press. Dwight was widely celebrated as an African American icon, however his 

celebrity did not extend to the air base. In 1965 Dwight’s journey to space ended after he 

                                                
72 Cotten Seiler, “‘So That We as a Race Might Have Something Authentic to Travel By’: African 
American Automobility and Cold-War Liberalism,” American Quarterly 58, no. 4 (2006): 1097.  
73 Richard Paul and Steven Moss, We Could Not Fail: The First African Americans in the Space Program 
(Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2015), 90-91. For a history of the USIA, see Nicholas J. Cull, The 
Cold War and the United States Information Agency: American Propaganda and public Diplomacy, 1945-
1989 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
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failed to advance to the third phase of training. As Richard Paul and Steven Moss explain 

of Dwight’s dismissal, “Perhaps there were just some people out to get him [as Dwight 

asserts]. Some of them no doubt were racists. Others saw a hot head with sub-par grades 

who got in scrapes he could not explain to their satisfaction and who liked to go over the 

heads of his superiors when he was challenged.”74 

The absence of African Americans in the space program, coupled with the public 

disappointment over Dwight’s termination, eroded black interest in national activities in 

space. “There ain’t no brothers in the program,” one commentator said flatly of his 

decision not to tune in to the news coverage of the Apollo 11 mission.75 The black 

community’s perception of human spaceflight as a white man’s project was echoed in the 

title of Gil Scott-Heron’s spoken word poem “Whitey on the Moon.” Appearing on his 

1970 album Small Talk at 125th and Lenox, Scott-Heron’s poem distills in verse a decade 

of criticisms against NASA. Its opening stanzas read: 

A rat done bit my sister Nell.  

(with Whitey on the Moon)  

Her face and arms began to swell.  

(and Whitey's on the Moon) 

I can't pay no doctor bill.  

(but Whitey's on the Moon)  

Ten years from now I'll be payin' still.  

(while Whitey's on the Moon) 

                                                
74 Paul and Moss, 103.  
75 Quoted in Neil M. Maher, Apollo in the Age of Aquarius (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2017), 26. 
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Scott-Heron goes on to highlight the most pressing problems of the day—high taxes, 

rising rent and food prices, neighborhoods riddled with rats and drug users—followed 

with a variation of the refrain “and Whitey’s on the Moon.”  

The poet indicts NASA by juxtaposition for its complicity in perpetuating these 

problems. For Scott-Heron, the space program is the answer to the query, “How come 

there ain't no money here?” Historian Neil Maher contends that civil rights leaders, such 

as Scott-Heron, “consciously used the space race to emphasize the degraded state of the 

urban environment, especially poor housing conditions.”76 The assumption that “NASA 

and the space race were diverting public attention as well as federal funding from 

programs aimed at improving the urban environment” was widespread in the black 

press.77  

 If the whiteness of the space program and the intellectual arguments against 

NASA did not diminish African American families’ curiosity and enthusiasm for 

spaceflight, practical realities of travel in the American South deterred tourism at space 

attractions. At best, the South was an inhospitable place for black travelers; at worst, a 

downright danger. In the regime of Jim Crow segregation, businesses could legally refuse 

service to black consumers. Such denial inconvenienced and imperiled motorists, leaving 

them unable to secure lodging, purchase gasoline, contract automobile repairs, or even 

relieve themselves in public restrooms.78  

In support of black mobility, African American-owned travel companies produced 

guidebooks of accommodations and amenities friendly to travelers of color. The most 

                                                
76 Maher, Apollo in the Age of Aquarius, 48.  
77 Ibid., 22.  
78 Seiler, “‘So That We as a Race Might Have Something Authentic to Travel By,’” 1094.  
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prominent guide included the Green Book, published by Victor H. Green from 1936 to 

1966. The guidebook entries suggest that space communities were unwelcoming to black 

tourists, Florida particularly so. Of the 40 hotels and motels in Brevard County in 1967, 

not a single one appears in the Green Book. The closest accommodations to the space 

center for black travelers could be found in Daytona Beach, 50 miles north, and Orlando, 

60 miles west. Visitors to Texas’ Manned Spacecraft Center could stay in one of eight 

hotels in Houston, 22 miles northwest of NASA, or one of four hotels in Galveston, 30 

miles southeast. Huntsville offered accommodations in town for black tourists at only 

four hotels and motels.79  

Racially motivated violence was rampant in these communities. According to 

Paul and Moss, the white supremacist terrorist group, the Ku Klux Klan, “controlled East 

Central Florida.” In Orange County, adjacent to Brevard County, “the sheriff... was a 

Klansman. There were city commissioners, aldermen, and county commissioners in the 

Klan... The Klan was so central to life there that the local paper covered their activities on 

the society page.”80 Obscuring their identities under white hoods, they committed many 

acts of violence against African Americans. In 1951 the Klan murdered prominent black 

activist Harry Moore in Brevard County. Florida authorities recognized this and similar 

incidents would be detrimental to state’s tourism industry, and made efforts to silence 

news coverage of the tragic event.81 

                                                
79 Traveler’s Greenbook, 1966-1967 International Edition, 6, 15, 18, 70-71, New York Public Library 
Digital Collections, accessed January 15, 2019, https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/27516920-8308-
0132-5063-58d385a7bbd0#/?uuid=27fb1d50-8308-0132-7f51-58d385a7bbd0. 
80 Paul and Moss, 14.  
81 Ibid., 19.  
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 Huntsville was situated in a state with the ignoble distinction of being home to 

more incidents of racially-charged violence than in any other state at this time.  The 

murder of four young black girls in the bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in 

Birmingham on September 15, 1963 horrified the nation and the world.  The Klu Klux 

Klan was responsible for this and many other acts of terror against black Alabamians.  

The state also perpetrated violence against black bodies.  In March 1965 when civil rights 

leader Martin Luther King, Jr. led marchers from Selma towards the state capital to draw 

attention to the problem of de facto disenfranchisement of black voters, state troopers 

intervened with batons and tear gas. Images of broken black bodies, widely reproduced 

on television news programs and in newspapers, was a compelling deterrent to black 

travel in Alabama.82   

 

VIII. Itinerary 

The story of space tourism unfolds in three parts. Chapter 1, “Making ‘Rocket 

City, USA’: Space Tourism in Huntsville, Alabama,” examines the origins of the 

Alabama Space and Rocket Center, an interactive space museum opened in 1970 adjacent 

to NASA’s George C. Marshall Space Flight Center. This chapter follows the twelve-year 

effort of the Huntsville Chamber of Commerce to build the museum, which grew to 

involve the most prominent Alabamians, including legislators, von Braun, and Paul 

“Bear” Bryant, revered coach of the University of Alabama football team.  The 

                                                
82 Wayne Flynt, “Racial Politics and Economic Stagnation,” in Alabama: The History of a Deep South 
State, by William Warren Rogers, Robert David Ward, Leah Rawls Atkins, and Wayne Flynt (Tuscaloosa, 
AL: University of Alabama Press, 1994): 549-569.  
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museum’s ultimate form and function reflected a decade of debate among diverse 

stakeholders whose support of the museum often had little to do with spaceflight itself.   

In particular, Governor George C. Wallace’s motives for endorsing the project lie 

at the nexus of his industrial expansion campaign and his increasingly unpopular 

segregationist policies. The Alabama Space and Rocket Center promised to intensify the 

national spotlight on NASA’s operations in Huntsville which, he hoped, would 

overshadow the chaos throughout the rest of the state. As black Alabamians and their 

allies challenged Jim Crow segregation through peaceful protests and economic boycotts, 

Wallace’s regime and neighborhood white supremacists met them with waves of 

violence. The civil rights struggle in Alabama deterred industry from locating or 

relocating to the state. Wallace hoped a showcase of Alabama-supported space 

technologies would reverse this trend.   

Chapter 2, “‘See Your Spaceport’: Space Tourism in Brevard County, Florida,” 

tells parallel narratives of efforts inside and outside of NASA to facilitate public access to 

launch facilities at the John F. Kennedy Space Center.  In the early 1960s, as news outlets 

began covering the flights of NASA’s Mercury astronauts, thousands of people flocked to 

the shores of Brevard County to watch launches and learn about the space program.  

General ambivalence over the value of human spaceflight at the time, in particular the 

high cost of the Apollo “Moon shot,” threatened NASA’s appropriations.  

Congressperson Olin E. Teague, chair of the House Subcommittee on Manned 

Spaceflight, felt that if the taxpayers could witness preparations for Project Apollo, they 

could better understand its value.  He encouraged NASA to welcome the American 

public to the Kennedy Space Center. NASA arranged a visitor program beginning in 
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1964, including bus tours and a Visitor Information Center, which quickly became one of 

the top tourist attractions in the state.  

Concurrently civic and business leaders across the county united to form a 

tourism bureau, the “Astronaut Trail Association,” intent on keeping space center 

tourists—and their wallets—in Brevard.  They developed a county-long heritage trail that 

originated at the Kennedy Space Center in the north and ended seventy miles south in 

Vero Beach. Their efforts fundamentally transformed the landscape and economy of the 

region, as space-themed attractions and amenities appeared along the Astronaut Trail.  

Chapter 3, “Making ‘Space City’: Space Tourism in Houston, Texas,” examines 

the efforts of Houston’s growth-minded civic and business leaders to use the theme of 

space as a fulcrum around which to pivot the city’s identity and economy. The Chamber 

of Commerce, which imagined itself as the city’s “Department of Progress,” worked in 

tandem with the local government to develop an attraction that would commemorate and 

communicate Houston’s place in the space age. A product of the Chamber’s “touristry” 

program, which promoted industrial development through tourism, the National Space 

Hall of Fame opened in 1969. Within a year it was defunct.  

Nonetheless Houston cemented its reputation as “Space City” through other 

space-themed attractions, most notably the Astrodome. Home of the city’s Major League 

Baseball team, the Astros, the fully enclosed air-conditioned stadium was a marvel of 

modern technology. Known as the “Eighth Wonder of the World” at the time it opened in 

1965, the Astrodome became a tourist attraction in its own right. Between baseball games 

and stadium tours, the Astrodome drew millions of people to Houston. With space 

imagery repeated everywhere from the team’s logo to the uniforms (spacesuits) of the 
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landscaping crew, fans following the team in person or on television knew Houston as 

“Space City.”  

The history of space tourism shows that NASA’s neighbors neither passively 

received the blessings of the space program, nor merely reacted to its needs. Rather, local 

actors engaged the resources and cultural capital of the national space program to 

advance their personal and professional agenda through the creation of space-themed 

attractions. This work adds nuance—and community agency—to our understanding of 

NASA’s regional impact. It highlights a more diverse group of actors than those usually 

cast in histories of the space program.  The story of space tourism reveals how observers 

of the space program created and consumed space content at institutions still visited by 

millions of people today.  
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Chapter 1 
 

Space Tourism in “Rocket City, USA”:  
Huntsville’s Alabama Space and Rocket Center 

 
I.  Introduction 

“There is no place in the United States for youngsters to go to in order to keep up 

with the missile development,” lamented Walter V. Linde to the Huntsville-Madison 

County, Alabama Chamber of Commerce in 1958.1  He believed their county, home to 

Redstone Arsenal, epicenter of the U.S. Army’s missile research and development 

program, should provide a place to learn about American efforts in space.2  Linde 

proposed a museum of spaceflight and rocketry in the northern Alabama town of 

Huntsville to fulfill this perceived obligation to the nation. (Figure 1.1)   

Linde was an unlikely figure to suggest a space museum. Yet in his role as the 

proprietor of a chain of Phillips 66 service stations, his finger was on the pulse of the 

city’s arterial roadways. He and his staff received inquiries from vacationing motorists, 

many of whom were in pursuit of the sunshine and sandy beaches of Florida, to “see 

missiles and other signs of the space age” in Huntsville.3 Linde recognized the potential 

of space age tourism to transform the economy of his town and spent the next twelve 

years advocating for a space museum and enlisting the most prominent Alabamians and 

Alabama institutions in his cause.   

                                                
1 “Space Museum Study Started by Committee,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), no date, Personal 
Collection of Debbie Linde, Huntsville, AL. 
2 For a detailed history of Redstone Arsenal, see The 75th anniversary of Redstone Arsenal, 1941-2016 
(Redstone Arsenal, AL: The U.S. Army Materiel Command, 2016). 
3 “Space Museum Study Started by Committee,” DL. 
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Figure 1.2. Aerial view of the Alabama Space and Rocket Center, ca. 1970.  
Courtesy of the U.S. Space & Rocket Center, from the collection of Frederick Ordway III. 

 

This chapter explores the origins of the Alabama Space and Rocket Center and 

the unique space it occupied in the political and economic landscape of Cold War 

Alabama. Diverse stakeholders at the local, state, and national levels saw in the space 

museum a means to further their individual and institutional agenda, which often had 

little to do with spaceflight itself. The history of the Alabama Space and Rocket Center 

reflects the concerns of Alabama’s civic leaders, politicians, public figures, employers, 

and citizens in the late 1950s and 1960s. Among these were a desire for the economic 

growth of Huntsville, postwar industrial expansion across the state, competition for 

tourism in the American Southeast, state pride and national prestige, as well as science 

education, and the transformation of attitudes towards science and technology in the 

atomic age. 

 



 

43 
 

II. Happenings in Huntsville  

 At midcentury it was unthinkable for American motorists to seek rockets in a 

roadside attraction. To see these space vehicles one needed only turn on the television, 

where they conveyed fictional spacefarers—heroic and villainous—throughout the 

galaxy. By the end of the 1950s, spaceflight had entered American political and popular 

discourse in a serious way. As it was legitimized, the northern Alabama town of 

Huntsville, known, if at all, for its cotton and watercress, earned a new national 

reputation as “Space Capital of the World.”6 

Since 1949 the U.S. Army concentrated its efforts in the design and construction 

of missiles and rockets at the Redstone Arsenal. In 1941 the Army’s Chemical Warfare 

Service established the Huntsville Arsenal and adjacent Redstone Ordnance Plant, so 

named for the region’s crimson soil, in response to President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 

Emergency Proclamation authorizing the military to prepare “to repel any and all acts or 

threats of aggression directed toward any part of the Western Hemisphere.”7 Although 

the U.S. Army would occupy Redstone that fall, it was not officially activated until 

February 5, 1942. At the time the Japanese military attacked the U.S. naval station at 

Pearl Harbor, Redstone’s staff totaled 12 employees; within a few short months over 

7,500 men and women were engaged in the manufacture of chemical munitions on site. 

The military installations employed nearly 20,000 people at the height of wartime 

operations.8 The demand for labor at Redstone exceeded the local supply and thus 

                                                
6 “Stanford Team Begins Science Exhibit Study,” DL. “Space Science Exhibit Urged,” Huntsville Times 
(Huntsville, AL), no date, DL. “Study Asked for Space Museum Here,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), 
no date, DL.  
7 Mary T. Cagle, “History of the Redstone Arsenal” (Huntsville, AL: Redstone Arsenal Public Affairs 
Office, 1955), 1-2.  
8 Ibid., 5. Monique Laney, German Rocketeers in the Heart of Dixie: Making Sense of the Nazi Past during 
the Civil Rights Era (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press), 46. 
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Huntsville experienced its first wave of Arsenal-related in-migration. Newcomers 

overwhelmed the local housing market and temporary settlements of trailer parks popped 

up around the outskirts of the city.9 With the end of the Second World War, operations at 

Redstone, now officially designated as an arsenal, slowed. The Army reduced its 

workforce at this installation to one-thirtieth of its wartime high, and put the Huntsville 

Arsenal up for sale.10 Fortunately for the people of Huntsville, the Cold War offered the 

arsenals a second life. 

 Throughout the 1940s the Pentagon managed the U.S. Army’s guided missile 

research and development program. By 1948 the program required vast open spaces to 

test the missile concepts originating in its offices in Washington, DC. The U.S. Army 

looked to Huntsville which, upon the merger of the Redstone Arsenal with the defunct 

Huntsville Arsenal, offered over 40,000 acres of land, as well as existing infrastructure 

such as roads, utilities, and office space. In December 1948 the Army designated 

Redstone Arsenal as “a center for Ordnance Department research and development 

activities pertaining to rockets and related items.”11  The Arsenal again became one of the 

largest employers in the region, attracting so much talent that the county population 

swelled by over 340 percent.12 (Figure 1.3)  This second wave of in-migration brought 

rocket-minded residents to Huntsville.  

It was an open secret that the Redstone Arsenal was developing rockets in 

Huntsville.  Because of the classified nature of weapons development, this work 

remained largely out of public view—but within earshot.  The powerful sound waves 

                                                
9 Elise Hopkins Stephens, Historic Huntsville: A City of New Beginnings (Staunton, VA: American 
Historical Press, 2002), 109.  
10 Cagle, “History of the Redstone Arsenal,” 5, 9.  
11 Ibid., 8. 
12 Laney, German Rocketeers in the Heart of Dixie, 47. 
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Figure 1.3. Population Growth in Huntsville. Author-generated graph based on data from U.S. Census 
Bureau. Stars indicate the activation of the Redstone Arsenal in 1942, the reactivation of the Arsenal in 

1948, and the end of Project Apollo in 1972.  
 

from the testing of rocket engines were not only audible, they were also destructive. 

Operations at the Arsenal constantly imperiled Huntsville’s delicate china and 

tchotchkes; even advanced warning of “activity” could not save them, as notice often did 

not arrive in time for residents to secure their finery.13 Outside of the sonic blast radius of 

the rocket engine test stands, the Arsenal’s work remained shrouded in secrecy.       

Two developments raised awareness of rocketry research at Redstone and, by 

proxy, focused the national spotlight on Huntsville. First, space boosters embarked on a 

campaign to educate the American public on the feasibility of spaceflight in the early 

1950s. Second, media coverage of the first artificial satellites framed spaceflight as a 

national security issue worthy of the nation’s attention. Behind both efforts was Wernher 

                                                
13 Henry Turner (lifelong Huntsville resident) in discussion with the author, February 2017.   
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von Braun, the world’s top rocket engineer and head of research at Redstone. Through his 

notoriety, Huntsville earned a place on the map.  

 

“Man Will Conquer Space Soon” 

When the U.S. Army reactivated Redstone Arsenal in 1949, it transferred nearly 

1,000 personnel from Fort Bliss near El Paso, Texas to its outpost in Huntsville. While 

many of the transplants spoke with a Southern drawl, others spoke with a German accent. 

These included a group of over 100 scientists and engineers who developed the V-2 

(Vergeltungswaffe or “vengeance weapon”) under the visionary leadership of rocket 

engineer Dr. Wernher von Braun (1912-1977).14  In the final year of the Second World 

War, the Nazi Wehrmacht directed von Braun’s V-2, the world’s first long-range guided 

missile, towards London and other allied cities to catastrophic effect.15   

As humorist Tom Lehrer sings, von Braun was “a man whose allegiance [was] 

ruled by expedience.”16 Days before the end of hostilities in the European theater, von 

Braun and hundreds of his employees surrendered to American forces in fear of Soviet 

capture, anticipating a better quality of life and greater access to technical resources in 

the United States. The U.S. Army welcomed these scientific assets, and erstwhile 

enemies, into its rocketry program as part of Operation Paperclip.17   

                                                
14 For a comprehensive biography of von Braun, see Michael J. Neufeld’s Von Braun: Dreamer of Space, 
Engineer of War (New York, NY: Vintage, 2008).  Bob Ward offers a hagiographic account of von Braun’s 
life and career in Dr. Space: The Life of Wernher von Braun (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2005). 
15 Michael J. Neufeld chronicles the development of the V-2 in The Rocket and the Reich: Peenemünde and 
the Coming of the Ballistic Missile Era (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996). 
16 Tom Lehrer, That Was the Year that Was, Reprise/Warner Bros. Records, “Wernher von Braun,” 1965, 
vinyl recording.  
17 See John Gimbel’s “U.S. Policy and German Scientists: The Early Cold War,” Political Science 
Quarterly 101, no. 3 (1986): 433-51, for an overview of Operation Paperclip. See also Tom Bower’s The 
Paperclip Conspiracy: The Battle for the Spoils and Secrets of Nazi Germany (London, UK: M. Joseph, 
1987) and Annie Jacobson’s Operation Paperclip: The Secret Intelligence Program to Bring Nazi 
Scientists to America (New York, NY: Little, Brown, and Company, 2014).   
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Although von Braun spent the majority of his career in service of the military, 

first of Nazi Germany and then the United States, he was not particularly interested in 

rockets as weapons. According to his biographer, Michael Neufeld, von Braun’s lifelong 

fascination with space, as indicated by his youthful participation in the Society for 

Spaceflight (Verein für Raumschiffahrt), a social organization in Berlin dedicated to the 

development of rockets, motivated his work. After completing his doctorate in physics in 

1934, von Braun received from the Nazi regime an offer of unparalleled resources to 

develop liquid-fueled missiles. Although his sights may have been set in space, von 

Braun was conscious of his terrestrial targets, as well as the slave labor at the Dora 

concentration camp that built his weapons.18   

While in the employ of the U.S. Army, von Braun became the most prominent 

space booster in the postwar period. He used his expertise, office, and charisma to 

promote spaceflight in various media across the nation. Von Braun was one of a group of 

scientists, science fiction authors, and space artists who produced and operated within the 

genre which scholars have characterized as astrofuturism, “an explicitly didactic and 

inspirational literature [that provides] a general knowledge of the science and technology 

                                                
18 Throughout the Cold War, Americans believed the German rocket scientists building their space program 
“may have been opportunists but were certainly not implicated in war crimes” (Laney 153). Lehrer, one of 
von Braun’s few public critics, was concerned with the use of rockets as weapons; like the rest of the 
nation, he was ignorant of the slave labor that von Braun employed in the production of the V-2.  In 
German Rocketeers in the Heart of Dixie, Laney argues that von Braun and his colleagues were successful 
in minimizing their Nazi past for two reasons. First, the rocket team’s sanitized account of the war years 
went unchallenged, at least in English language sources.  Second, the physical evidence of their use of 
slave labor was contained behind the Iron Curtain.  As the Cold War ended, concentration camp survivors 
began to publish their accounts of the V-2 program. Jean Michel’s Dora (1980), in particular, forced the 
public to reconsider the legacy of the German rocket team.  By this time von Braun was dead.  The U.S. 
Department of Justice’s Office of Special Investigations, which investigated war criminals living in the 
United States, targeted former Peenemünde engineer Arthur Rudolph, who went on to support the 
development of Saturn V Moon rocket.  In 1984 Rudolph renounced his American citizenship and returned 
to Germany to escape prosecution.  This highly publicized incident marked a permanent change in public 
perceptions of the German rocket engineers.   
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of space travel and to promote future progress with narratives of new worlds to 

conquer.”19  

One of the boosters’ most visually stunning and impactful activities was a 

collaboration with Collier’s magazine on a series of spaceflight articles between March 

1952 and April 1954.  Cornelius Ryan, editor and space enthusiast, was inspired to 

produce these issues after attending the first annual Symposium on Space Travel at the 

Hayden Planetarium in New York City.  He enlisted scientific authorities, including von 

Braun, Harvard astronomer Fred L. Whipple, and UCLA physicist Joseph Kaplan, as well 

as top space artists and illustrators Chesley Bonestell, Fred Freeman, and Rolf Klep, for 

this project.20  The first issue, titled “Man Will Conquer Space Soon,” featured articles on 

the construction of a space station, the habitability of space, atmospheric science, and the 

possibility of astronomical observations from orbit. (Figure 1.4)  Later issues considered 

the exploration of Mars in a serious way. Von Braun contributed to seven of the eight 

issues; his byline included reference to Huntsville in all but one of the articles. Though 

three million copies were in circulation, readership for the series is estimated to have 

exceeded twelve million because of the sharing magazines in households, among friends, 

at libraries, and in waiting rooms.21  The series widely advertised Huntsville’s 

contributions to American rocketry.22  

 

 

                                                
19 De Witt Douglas Kilgore, “Engineers’ Dreams: Wernher von Braun, Willy Ley, and Astrofuturism in the 
1950s,” Canadian Review of American Studies 27, no. 2 (1997): 104.  
20 Editors, “What are We Waiting for?” Collier’s, March 22, 1952, 23. 
21 Catherine L. Newell, “The Strange Case of Dr. von Braun and Mr. Disney: Frontierland, Tomorrowland, 
and America’s Final Frontier,” Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 25, no. 3 (2013): 419. 
22 Von Braun penned or contributed to articles that appeared in Collier’s on March 22, October 18, and 
October 25, 1952; February 28, March 14, and June 27, 1953; and April 30, 1954. 
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Figure 1.4. “Man Will Conquer Space Soon,” Collier’s, March 22, 1952. 

 

Following the success of the Collier’s space series, the Columbia Broadcasting 

System (CBS) contracted von Braun to produce a television special about space. Ever in 

demand, von Braun soon after received a similar invitation from the Walt Disney 

Company. Disney’s offer was more attractive to von Braun, not only because his friend 

and colleague Willy Ley was already attached to the project, but also because he believed 

it would be “a lot sounder” than the proposed CBS program.23 When rumors circulated 

that the CBS project had hit a “snag,” von Braun used the opportunity to navigate out of 

his contract and into an agreement with Disney.24  Von Braun may have also anticipated, 

                                                
23 Wernher von Braun to Chesley Bonestell, June 18, 1954, Wernher von Braun Papers-H, 207-3, Walt 
Disney Archives. Michael Neufeld generously shared materials from the Walt Disney Archives with the 
author.  
24 Wernher von Braun to Ned Brown, June 4, 1954, WDA. Wernher von Braun to Willy Ley, June 18, 
1954, WDA.  
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based on the quality and popularity of the Disney brand, a higher production value and 

the ability to reach a wider audience with his message. 

Between 1955 and 1957 von Braun consulted on three space-themed shows for 

the “Disneyland” series: “Man in Space,” “Man and the Moon,” and “Mars and Beyond.”  

The series represented a unique arrangement between the Walt Disney Company and the 

American Broadcasting Company (ABC).  Disney produced programs highlighting the 

themes of his new amusement park in Anaheim, California—“Adventureland,” 

“Fantasyland,” “Frontierland,” and “Tomorrowland”—in exchange for funds to support 

park construction.25 The “Tomorrowland” series on space was astrofuturist infotainment 

at its finest—comical cartoons depicting the laws of physics interwoven with 

demonstrations and explanations from German-accented space experts. Disney made it a 

priority to base his program on fact, not fiction, observing with alarm that science and 

technology were “increasingly drawn into the orbit of science fiction.”26 

In excess of 42 million people tuned in for each episode—nearly one-quarter of 

the population of the United States.27  Throughout the series von Braun was introduced as 

“chief of the Guided Missiles Development at the United States Army’s Redstone 

Arsenal.”28 Following the series he received thousands of pieces of mail at his home and 

office in Huntsville.  Adults and children alike wrote to America’s rocket expert for 

answers to questions about spaceflight, advice on science fair projects, and even with a 

request for permission to name the family pup after the famed rocket engineer.  By the 
                                                
25 Richard Koch, “How Walt Disney Funded His Dream,” Huffington Post online, last modified December 
19, 2017, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/how-walt-disney-funded-his-
dream_us_5a38ebc1e4b0578d1beb72a1.  
26 J.P. Telotte, “Disney in Science Fiction Land,” Journal of Popular Film and Television 33, no. 1 (2005): 
14-15. 
27 Newell, “The Strange Case of Dr. von Braun and Mr. Disney,” 421. 
28 Walt Disney Company, “Man and the Moon,” Disneyland, aired by the American Broadcasting 
Company on December 28, 1955.  
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late 1950s, Dr. Wernher von Braun was a household name and Huntsville had earned a 

national reputation as “Rocket City, USA.”    

 

Explorer 

While von Braun and his cohort of space boosters demonstrated that spaceflight 

was scientifically sound, they were less successful in proving to the American public that 

it was necessary. Following the Soviet launch of the world’s first artificial satellite, the 

public came to regard spaceflight as an issue of national security.  In 1957-58 the world’s 

scientists engaged in a program of collaborative Earth sciences research known as the 

International Geophysical Year.  Within this context the Soviet Union and the United 

States planned to place Earth-observing satellites into orbit. Fielding proposals from the 

U.S. Army, Navy, and Air Force, the Eisenhower Administration assigned the task of 

designing, building, and deploying America’s first satellite to the U.S. Naval Research 

Laboratory in 1955.29  Project Vanguard, which would deliver a scientific payload to 

space atop a sounding rocket, was scheduled to launch in November 1957.        

On October 4, 1957 the Soviet Union successfully placed the first satellite into 

Earth orbit—a 23-inch, 184-pound metal sphere named Sputnik (Russian for “fellow 

wanderer”). Too small to observe with the naked eye, the satellite emitted radio waves to 

allow for detection on amateur ham radios.  While America’s top administrators and 

scientists expected a Soviet launch during the IGY, their tracking network was not yet 

operational. Instead, they enlisted the assistance of hundreds of space enthusiasts, 

                                                
29 For an analysis of the Eisenhower Administration’s selection process, see Michael Neufeld’s “Orbiter, 
Overflight, and the First Satellite: New Light on the Vanguard Decision” in Reconsidering Sputnik: Forty 
Years since the Soviet Satellite, ed. Roger D. Launius, John M. Logsdon, and Robert W. Smith (London, 
UK: Routledge, 2000): 231-258.   
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including scout troops and community science clubs, to track the satellite using 

commercially-available telescopes.30  

The American public greeted Sputnik with enthusiasm, regarding the tiny orb as 

an impressive scientific feat. Within days of its launch, however, the media reframed the 

satellite as a menace. Was it surveilling the United States as it beeped across the night 

sky?, they queried their readers. While aerial espionage was worrisome, the rocket that 

placed the satellite into orbit was a more serious cause for concern. Such powerful 

rockets, journalists noted, meant that in future military conflicts, America would no 

longer enjoy the protection of geographic isolation.31   

Media coverage suggested that the United States had underestimated the 

technological capabilities of the economically backward Soviet Union. A “crisis in 

confidence in American technology, values, politics, and the military” ensued on Main 

Street and on Capitol Hill.32  The press reached out to von Braun for comment. 

Meanwhile his team of engineers at Redstone publicly lamented Eisenhower’s decision to 

assign the American satellite project to the Navy, boastful that the Army could have 

beaten the Soviets to orbit.33 Privately von Braun encouraged his agitated team to begin 

surreptitious work on its own satellite.34 With the Sputnik panic still playing out in the 

press, the Soviets caused further alarm with a second launch on November 3, 1957. 

Sputnik 2 featured a significantly heavier payload—including dog Laika. Six days after 

                                                
30 W. Patrick McCray, Keeping Watching the Skies!: The Story of Operation Moonwatch and the Dawn of 
the Space Age (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008). 
31 Yanek Mieczkowski, Eisenhower’s Sputnik Moment: The Race for Space and World Prestige (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 2013), 15-17.   
32 Paul Dickson, Sputnik: The Shock of the Century (New York, NY: Walker Publishing Co., 2001), 4. 
33 Ibid.,124. 
34 Ibid.,148. 
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the Soviet demonstration of its alarmingly accelerating missile capacity, Eisenhower 

greenlighted von Braun’s satellite project.   

The Navy launched Vanguard on December 6, 1957, which exploded 

spectacularly on live television. The “kaputnik” incident, as it was known in the press, set 

the stage for the von Braun team’s triumph. On January 31, 1958 the U.S. Army 

successfully launched Explorer atop a Jupiter-C rocket designed and manufactured in 

Huntsville. The nation was ebullient and celebrated with a press conference at 2 o’clock 

in the morning. (Figure 1.5) Already a household name, von Braun became a national  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.5. Press conference after the successful launch of Explorer. Von Braun pictured at right. 
February 1, 1958.Courtesy NASA.  

 

hero. Time magazine, one of the most respected and widely read news magazines of the 

day, profiled him in its February 17, 1958 issue. His portrait appeared on the cover above 
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the caption “Missileman von Braun.”35 The issue also featured a brief introduction to 

Huntsville, its history, and economy in a one-page article titled “Rocket City, USA.”36  

When von Braun’s star shined brightest, it illuminated Huntsville, too.   

 

III. “Put Us on Display”: The Alabama Space and Rocket Center 

Through von Braun’s campaign to legitimize spaceflight and the Redstone 

Arsenal’s triumphant role in placing America’s first satellite in space, the nation came to 

know Huntsville as the “Space Capital of the World.”  The same year Explorer was 

launched, Walter V. Linde, Huntsville businessman, observed a growing demand to view 

missiles and rockets in northern Alabama (Figure 1.6).  This was confirmed by the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.6. Walter Linde posing at his Phillips 66 station in Huntsville. Courtesy Debbie Linde. 
 

                                                
35 “Reach for the Stars,” Time 71, no. 7 (February 17, 1958): 23.  
36 “Rocket City, U.S.A,” Time 71, no. 7 (February 17, 1958): 25.  
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popularity of the U.S. Army’s display of rockets at the Alabama State Fair in 

Birmingham during the summer of 1958.37  The exhibit, Linde thought, could form the 

basis of a permanent space museum, which he pitched to the Huntsville-Madison County 

Chamber of Commerce. Linde estimated that “a space museum would be the equivalent 

of a new industry” to the Huntsville economy.38     

The promised riches piqued the interest of Chamber of Commerce leadership. In 

1958 President James Walker established the Space Museum Committee and installed 

Linde as chair.  The Committee’s first major action was to commission a feasibility 

study, for which the Huntsville City Council allocated $26,000, the equivalent of nearly 

$215,000 in 2017.39  It let a contract with the Southern California Laboratories of 

Stanford Research Institute (SRI) in spring 1960, a nonprofit research arm of Stanford 

University created “to advance scientific knowledge and to benefit the public at large.”40 

The economic analysis of arts and entertainment projects was one of SRI’s many areas of 

expertise. The purpose of the study “was to estimate the market potential, the required 

capacity and size, and the financial returns of the proposed exhibit.” To that end, SRI’s 

staff of economists and techno-economists conducted research in Huntsville, visited 22 

comparable attractions across the Southeast, and contacted 12 other “exhibits, museums, 

                                                
37 “Space Display and Museum Urged in City,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), no date, DL.  
38 Ibid.  
39 “Study Asked for Space Museum Here,” DL.  
40 For a history of the Stanford Research Institute, see James D. Skee’s “By the Numbers: Confidence, 
Consultants, and the Construction of Mass Leisure, 1953-1975” (PhD thesis, University of California, 
Berkeley, 2016), Weldon B. Gibson’s Stanford Research Institute: A Story of Scientific Service to Business, 
Industry and Government (New York, NY: The Newcomen Society in North America, 1968) and SRI: The 
Founding Years: A Significant Step at the Golden Time (Los Altos, CA: Publishing Services Center, 1980).  
Donald L. Nielson offers an overview of SRI’s most significant projects in A Heritage of Innovation: SRI’s 
First Half Century (Menlo Park, CA: SRI International, 2006).  
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planetariums, and recreational planning agencies throughout the country,” including 

Disneyland.41 

SRI had previously consulted on Disneyland and looked to the successful theme 

park as a model for the proposed space museum in Huntsville. Whereas the Space 

Museum Committee had imagined a static display of missiles modeled after Redstone’s 

exhibition at the Alabama State Fair, SRI encouraged Linde and the Committee to 

consider the new vogue in exhibit design. In his report from a visit to the SRI offices in 

Pasadena, California, Linde wrote, “Stanford Research was most anxious to see us 

change our concept to an educational participation type and steer away from the static 

type.” During their visit to California, SRI facilitated a meeting between the Huntsvillians 

and Dick Irvine, Chief Designer for Disney, as well as a visit to Disneyland to experience 

the interactive exhibits in situ.42  

In anticipation of the release of the SRI report, the Space Museum Committee 

briefed members of Alabama’s Congressional delegation. Its members understood that 

political support for the project was essential to its success. Senator John J. Sparkman of 

Huntsville hosted a luncheon in Washington, DC to introduce the project to Alabama 

legislators. A showman himself, Linde remained on the sidelines as project architect 

Thomas A. Jones Jr. and charismatic “Missileman” von Braun led the discussion of the 

proposed museum.   

In June 1960 SRI published its findings as “Economic Feasibility of a Proposed 

Space Science Exhibit in Huntsville, Alabama.” It offered an analysis of income and 

                                                
41 Stanford Research Institute, Southern California Laboratories, “Economic Feasibility of a Proposed 
Space Science Exhibit in Huntsville, Alabama,” June 1960, 1, David L. Christensen Collection, Box 2, 
Folder 2013.009.052, U.S. Space and Rocket Center Archives, Huntsville, AL.   
42 Walter V. Linde, “Report of Walt Linde on Space Science Exhibit,” typed speech, no date, DL.  
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spending habits of potential visitors in the regional and “weekend” markets, as well as 

recommendations on the size, location, and content of the museum. In July SRI staff 

returned to Huntsville to present the results to city and county leaders, as well as the 

Acme and Kiwanis Clubs.43 The Space Museum Committee was eager to involve the 

entire community in the space museum project, as the locals were both its intended 

audience and prospective financiers. 

The findings enthused the most prominent men in Huntsville. Mayor R.B. Searcy 

exclaimed of the proposed space museum, “this is the greatest thing that can happen to 

this community.” Senator Sparkman was “intrigued by it—greatly so” and Representative 

Robert E. Jones, Jr. found it “most exciting.”  Eberhard Rees, Deputy Director of 

Development Operations at the Redstone Arsenal, expressed measured enthusiasm for the 

project, emphasizing that “he hopes it will stress scientific and educational exhibits.”44 

The Alabama Section of the American Rocket Society, whose membership included 

many of the prominent German rocket engineers working at Redstone Arsenal, also threw 

its support behind the project. 45 Despite the excitement over the SRI report, the space 

museum project experienced “disappointments, setbacks, disagreements and slow but 

sure progress.”46   

 

IV. Space City, USA 

Linde was not the only one with big ideas for transforming Huntsville into a 

tourist hotspot. Owner of a local company that manufactured theatrical equipment and 

                                                
43 “Museum Feasible Here, Experts Say,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), July 18, 1960, DL.  
44 “Study Asked for Space Museum Here,” DL. 
45 Konrad Dannenberg to Walter V. Linde, July 27, 1960, DL.  
46 “A Job Well Done! Thanks,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), December 9, 1965, DL.  
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scenery, and operator of movie houses in Huntsville, Hubert R. Mitchell was a keen 

observer of leisure culture.47 Mitchell saw in the postwar period an increasingly affluent 

middle class hitting the roads in pursuit of activities for the family.48 Amusement parks 

like Disneyland in Anaheim, California, Six Flags Over Texas in the Dallas-Fort Worth 

metropolitan area, and Freedomland outside of New York City became magnets for 

millions of American vacationers. He believed there was “desperate need of a family 

amusement center in the Southeast,” and naturally considered his hometown of 

Huntsville the ideal location for such an attraction.49  

Mitchell conceived of “Space City USA” in spring 1960 as “an amusement, 

recreation, entertainment, and educational center.”50 Mitchell showed no particular 

interest in or commitment to America’s space program, but settled on the central theme 

of space because it was in Huntsville that “the Southeast had entered the space age.”51 As 

he told prospective stockholders, “every space launching brings complete coverage 

throughout America in newspapers, radio and television” of the space activities in 

Huntsville.52 A keen businessperson, Mitchell intended to capitalize on this free and 

abundant publicity for his attraction.   

“Space City USA” would be as ambitious an undertaking as the US space 

program itself. Mitchell imagined not only an amusement park to rival the most popular 

in the nation, but an expansive complex featuring a 10-story motel, convention center, 

camping and fishing grounds, retail, and a permanent exhibition of aerospace hardware. 
                                                
47 Ernst and Ernst, “Space City USA Prospectus,” February 10, 1964, 7, Personal Collection of J.P. 
Ballenger, Huntsville, AL.  
48 Press Release, “Space City USA,” undated, 2, JPB.  
49 Briefing Slides, “Space City USA,” undated, JPB.   
50 Tec-Productions, Inc., “Space City USA Theme Park, Huntsville-Madison, Alabama” Fact Sheet, 
November 11, 1963, 1, JPB.  
51 Briefing Slides, JPB.  
52 Advertisement for “Space City USA” Stock, undated, JPB.  
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To see this project to fruition, Mitchell established Space City, Inc. and recruited 

leadership from the ranks of prominent Alabama businessmen, real estate developers, and 

others who shared his vision, including a local periodontist.53 It was an easy vision to 

sell—and one that the Chamber of Commerce had already bought from Linde. Whereas 

Linde’s objective was to educate American citizens on the advances in their space 

program, Mitchell set out to capture their wallets. He estimated Space City USA could 

make upwards of $3 million annually.54   

Upon its incorporation with the state of Alabama in September 1963, Space City 

Inc. began acquiring hundreds of acres of land—through purchase and lease—in an area 

due west of Redstone Arsenal around Lady Ann Lake.55 The 120-acre lake was to be a 

central feature of Space City USA, home to an artificial island with amusements, water 

rides, a floating amphitheater, and recreational fishing. The remainder of the park was to 

be divided into thematic zones spanning history from the “Lost World” of the dinosaurs 

to the antebellum “Old South” to “Moon City,” each accessible through a “Time 

Machine” feature near the park’s entrance.56 (Figure 1.7) 

Spaceflight was to dominate the park. Moon City promised six rides inspired by 

space stations and flying saucers, and a Lunar Restaurant with “accommodations for 250 

‘astronauts’ with a raised view of the simulated lunar landscape and cosmic 

attractions.”57 In this “World of the Future” visitors could enjoy “trips to other planets” 

with the “sensation of traveling to other stars and galaxies [courtesy of] optical 

techniques” perhaps like those employed at Disneyland or at the Griffith Observatory 

                                                
53 Tec-Productions, Inc., “Space City USA Theme Park,” 1, JPB.  
54 Briefing Slides, JPB.  
55 Tec-Productions, Inc., “Space City USA Theme Park,” 1, JPB.  
56 Map of Space City USA, JPB.  
57 Tec-Productions, Inc., “Space City USA Theme Park,” 3-4, JPB.  
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Figure 1.7. Map of Space City, USA, ca. 1963-1964. Courtesy J.P. Ballenger. 

 

planetarium.58 They planned “give the people of this country not only…the fantasy, 

entertainment and fun” of an amusement park, but also “the scientific and technical side 

of rocketry and space travel” that inspired the attractions.59 Space City, Inc. envisioned 

that: 

                                                
58 Tec-Productions, Inc., “Preliminary Feasibility Study for Space City USA, Huntsville, Alabama,” 
undated, 3, JPB.  
59 Advertisement for “Space City USA” Stock, JPB.   
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An explanation of the scientific events leading up to manned space flight will be 

strongly emphasized with participating exhibits used throughout. The principles 

of flight and the indispensable role of individuals and industry will be portrayed 

with models, dioramas, films, and displays. Aerodynamics, propulsion, and 

guidance principles will be shown by operable exhibits showing the evolutionary 

development of man’s long sought goal. Our present space programs will be 

clarified by the use of simulated test facilities, launchings, and space vehicle 

development. The solar system and universe will be explained by the use of 

models, rides, and displays.60  

Not only that, they intended to construct a permanent showcase of space hardware from 

NASA and DOD’s outposts in Alabama.  

That same year Space City, Inc. commissioned a feasibility study of this 

ambitious concept from Tec-Productions, Inc., a Huntsville-based company that provided 

graphic design and technical writing services to the aerospace industry. Founded in 1960 

by David L. Christensen, former aerospace executive and Vice President of Space City, 

Inc., Tec-Productions did not possess the expertise to conduct such a study.61 The 

resulting nine-page document was mostly a description of the proposed park plus a short 

section of analysis of the market potential for the attraction, excerpted from the Chamber 

of Commerce’s 1962 SRI space museum study. Space City executives clearly knew of 

the Chamber’s space museum project and, when its progress stagnated, seized on the 

opportunity to build Huntsville’s first space attraction.  

In January 1964 executives formally announced its plans to the community.62 

Space City USA was slated the open the following spring. Within a month, the company 

began financing this venture through the sale of stock. Its initial offering on February 13 
                                                
60  Tec-Productions, Inc., “Preliminary Feasibility,” 3, JPB.  
61 Ernst and Ernst, “Space City USA,” 7-8, JPB.  
62 “Space City Projects Big Amusement Park,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), January 19, 1964, D-2, 
JPB.  
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had sold out by February 17, indicated significant interest among investors.63 A second 

offering of 2 million shares at $2.50 each opened in May of that year.64 The company 

engaged Skylim (a contraction of “the sky is the limit”), an amusement manufacturer that 

had worked for Disneyland and Six Flags, to design and construct the park.65 The first—

and only—attraction completed was an antique train ride. Executives delayed the opening 

of the park from April 1965 to 1966, and again to 1967, before declaring bankruptcy.66 

On October 17, 1967, Space City, Inc.’s remaining assets were sold at public auction.67 

Many factors contributed to the failure of Space City USA. From the beginning, 

the feasibility study did not seriously evaluate Mitchell’s ambitious concept. Tec-

Productions made no accounting of the project’s assets and liabilities, nor of its proposed 

timeline and cost. Space City, Inc. could never raise enough money to execute its plan, 

“living hand to mouth” through the sale of stock and defaulting on payments to 

vendors.68 The project was poorly managed due to inexperienced leadership and 

communication problems within its ranks. When President Mitchell fell ill in 1964, the 

Board replaced him with its chair, Nelson Weaver.69 The following year Mitchell 

resigned from his position on the Board, abandoning the project he conceived and 

dedicated himself to for five years because “the corporation has been run completely by 

the president, without the consent or concurrence of the Board of Directors in many 

                                                
63 Hubert R. Mitchell to Space City USA Stockholders, no date (likely early 1964), JPB.  
64 Hubert R. Mitchell to Stockholders, May 25, 1964, JPB.  
65 Tec-Productions, Inc., “Space City USA Theme Park,” 2, JPB.   
66 “Money Woes Befall Space City, Inc.,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), January 23, 1966, JPB.  
67 Deborah Storey, “Space City, Amusement Park Proposed in 1960s, Was Never Completed,” Huntsville 
Times (Huntsville, AL), March 18, 2012. JPB.  
68 J.P. Ballenger, quoted in Deborah Storey, “Space City Review,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), 
August 26, 2012, JPB.  
69 “Weaver Gets Space Park Helm Here,” no date (likely 1964), JPB.  
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instances.”70 On top of it all, unseasonably wet weather in 1964 slowed construction. 

Significantly, the Chamber of Commerce, whose support helped local businesses grow 

and thrive, was not involved in the effort, as its attention was on the Alabama Space and 

Rocket Center.  

 

V. The Commission 

Not until 1965 did the Space Museum Committee generate enough momentum to 

advance its plans. During a period of deliberation and debate following the 1960 SRI 

report, officials decided that a space museum would be best operated as a nonprofit 

educational institution under the aegis of the State of Alabama, similar to the U.S.S. 

Alabama Battleship Memorial Park. The space museum would thus be operated by a 

state-run Commission, founded through amendment to the state constitution.  This quirk 

of Alabama politics, legislation through amendment, has resulted in the state holding the 

title of the longest constitution in the world.  Amendments must be proposed in the state 

legislature and, if they receive support from more than three-fifths of the members of the 

Senate and House of Representatives, are put to popular vote.71  Harry Pennington, State 

Representative from Huntsville from 1963-1971, championed the space museum at the 

State Capitol in Montgomery and introduced the appropriate bill to the House in the 

summer of 1965.72  The bill passed the legislature on August 26, 1965, with the Senate 

                                                
70 Hubert R. Mitchell to Space City, Inc. Board of Directors, September 8, 1965, JPB.  
71 Howard P. Walthall, Sr., “Options for State Constitutional Reform in Alabama,” in A Century of 
Controversy: Constitutional Reform in Alabama, ed. Bailey Thomson (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of 
Alabama Press, 2002), 160-61.   
72 Mike Marshall, “Harry Pennington Remembered as the ‘Quintessential Southern Gentleman’ Who Was 
‘Larger than Life,’” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), June 7, 2012, DL. “Harry L. Pennington, Sr., 
September 3, 1919- June 2, 2012,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), no date, DL.  
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consenting unanimously.73  The Amendment provided for the establishment of an 18-

member Commission to oversee the space museum, as well as issuance of $1.9 million in 

bonds to fund its construction.74   

In preparation for the general election on November 30, Linde formed a steering 

committee to lead the campaign for Amendment 3, as the space museum proposal was 

known.  Linde, with a long history in public relations, was well suited for the task.  

During World War II he discovered an interest in marketing while managing the 

Nebraska Ordnance Plant.75  Following the war he found employment with Phillips 66 in 

Bartlesville, Oklahoma as Assistant Director of Industrial Relations. His responsibilities 

were two-fold: recruiting talent to the company and increasing public awareness of the 

role of petroleum in American life.76  Linde, sometimes accompanied by a beautiful 

assistant in a bathing suit, showcased household products made from petroleum by 

pulling them from a “magic barrel” at presentations to professional, civic, and fraternal 

organizations across Oklahoma.77  

Linde moved to Tuscaloosa, Alabama in 1956 to operate a chain of service 

stations for Armstrong Oil, an affiliate of Phillips 66.  He soon became involved in the 

local Chamber of Commerce, applying his showmanship skills as chairman of the 

publicity and tourism committee.78  “We believe we have a great city, a wonderful city,” 

                                                
73 Jerry Hornsby, “Space Museum,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), August 27, 1965, DLCC, Box 1, 
Folder 2013.009.028-.044, USSRCA. 
74 “Proclamation 3,” Huntsville News (Huntsville, AL), November 1965, 10, DLCC, Box 1, Folder Space 
Science Exhibit, USSRCA. 
75 Debbie Linde (daughter of Walter V. Linde) in discussion with the author, February 15, 2017.  “Walter 
V. Linde,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), May 8, 2005, DL.  
76 Debbie Linde, February 15, 2017. 
77 Ibid. “Official of Phillips Talks for Petroleum’s Role in Daily Living,” Bartlesville Enterprise 
(Bartlesville, OK), no date, DL.  
78 “Weeklong Campaign: Chamber Readies Membership Drive,” The Tuscaloosa News (Tuscaloosa, AL), 
September 16, 1956, DL.    
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he explained, “and we feel certain tourists will want to share it with us.”  His committee 

erected billboards along the highway inviting motorists to “Keep straight ahead 10 miles 

to beautiful Tuscaloosa, home of the University of Alabama. Enjoy our hospitality, hotels 

and motels, restaurants, auto service facilities, local merchants.”79  In 1957 he chaired the 

“Build a Better Tuscaloosa” Chamber of Commerce membership drive, for which was 

awarded the Chamber’s first-ever Certificate of Appreciation for “extraordinary service 

to the community.”80 On the eve of Linde’s move to Huntsville in 1957, Chamber 

President John W. Bell wrote, “though you have only been a citizen of Tuscaloosa for 

close to two years, I think this community has certainly recognized you for not only 

getting a job done, but for getting a job done well!”81  

Linde applied the same competence and commitment for which he was known in 

Tuscaloosa in campaigning for the Huntsville space museum. He led the Steering 

Committee toward a decentralized, multi-platform strategy. Linde emphasized personal 

interactions, and recruited volunteers from across the state—166 in total—to promote 

Amendment 3 in their communities.82 The volunteers arranged speaking engagements 

with experts from Redstone Arsenal and the newly-established George C. Marshall Space 

Flight Center to deliver their message to “practically every club, organization and 

association existing in Alabama.”83 

                                                
79 “C.C. Committee Chairman Thinks More People Needed to Enjoy City,” The Tuscaloosa News 
(Tuscaloosa, AL), no date, DL.  
80 “Chamber Cites Walt Linde,” unknown paper, no date, DL.  
81 John W. Bell to Walter V. Linde, June 12, 1957, DL.  
82 Guy L. Jackson, “Exhibit Bond Vote: Drive Started for Passage,” Huntsville News (Huntsville, AL), no 
date, DLCC, Box 1, Folder 2013.009.028-.044, USSRCA. “Amendment 3 Committee Announced,” 
unknown newspaper, November 4, 1965, 22, DLCC, Box 1, Folder Space Science Exhibit, USSRCA. 
83 Jackson, “Exhibit Bond Vote,” USSRCA. On October 1, 1958, President Eisenhower signed the National 
Aeronautics and Space Act into law, which created a national civilian space program, the National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA).  NASA was formed through the reorganization of 
resources from existing military-led space research. In July 1960 von Braun, his team, and their facilities 
were transferred from the Army to NASA and formed the basis of the George C. Marshall Space Flight 
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Linde promoted the space museum in “all news media, newspapers, magazines, 

radio, television, billboards, etc.,” spreading the “message to ‘Vote Yes’ for the Space 

Science Exhibit.”84  He arranged for WAFG-TV, the local ABC affiliate in Northern 

Alabama, to broadcast an informational panel about the proposed space museum.85  One 

of Huntsville’s two daily papers, the Huntsville Times, often published favorable articles 

on the space museum and later endorsed the amendment.86 One such article exclaimed 

“Put Us on Display.” “A Space and Missile Park here would be North Alabama’s most 

popular tourist attraction,” it continued, and “deserves the support of the whole 

community.”87   

Steering Committee member David L. Christensen—of Tec-Productions, Inc.—

developed a promotional pamphlet for statewide circulation in advance of the November 

1965 election. The brochure implored voters to “share your pride in Alabama’s growth 

and national responsibilities with your friends and neighbors. Urge them to support 

Amendment Number 3.” It included endorsements from prominent Alabamians, 

including Governor George C. Wallace, von Braun, and Paul “Bear” Bryant, head coach 

of the University of Alabama football team.88  Though Linde did most of the leg work, 

Bryant was the official chair of the committee for Amendment 3.89 Leading the Crimson 

                                                                                                                                            
Center, which is co-located at the Redstone Arsenal.  For more information on the formation of NASA and 
its inheritance from military space programs, see Howard McCurdy’s Inside NASA: High Technology and 
Organizational Change in the U.S. Space Program (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
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84 Jackson, “Exhibit Bond Vote,” USSRCA.  
85 “Jaycees Present,” unknown newspaper, no date, DL.  
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County Public Library.   
87 “Put Us on Display,” unknown newspaper, Oct. 10, 1963, DLCC, Box 1, Folder 2013.009.047 
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89 Draft of Press Release, Governor’s office, no date, DLCC, Box 1, Folder Space Science Exhibit, 
USSRCA.  
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Tide to two consecutive national titles in 1964 and 1965, there was no one more beloved 

in the collegiate-football obsessed state.  The Steering Committee bet that big names 

would result in big support. Its bet paid off. Amendment 3 passed 92,506 to 29,761.90  

Following the election, Governor George C. Wallace appointed 17 men and one 

woman to the Alabama Space Science Exhibit Commission (ASSEC), including 

lieutenant governor James B. Allen, State Representative Harry L. Pennington, Huntsville 

Mayor Glenn Hearn, Mrs. James Walker (wife of former Chamber of Commerce 

President), and von Braun.91  Linde received an honorary appointment to the 

Commission, but later served in an official capacity under Wallace’s successor.92  

The ASSEC commissioned a study from Economics Research Associates (ERA) 

in Los Angeles on the “Implementation Analysis of a Space Science Center,” delivered in 

August 1966.93 The ERA study went beyond the SRI economic analysis to focus on the 

design of exhibits.  The consultants suggested the museum include five thematic areas.  

The first area should orient the visitor and include an “indoctrination film.” The second 

should highlight space hardware from the U.S. Army and NASA, including spacecraft 

and rockets.  The third should explain the physics of rockets and missiles through 

“dioramas, powered scale models and other audiovisual gadgets,” in the participatory 

manner SRI espoused.  The fourth should feature the work of NASA and its industrial 

contractors. The fifth area was to emphasize “the role of Huntsville in the development of 

                                                
90 Mike Marshall, “Space Center Took Flight on Coattails of Mickey Mouse,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, 
AL), November 28, 1999, DL.   
91 “Alabama Space and Rocket Center Story” booklet, no date, DLCC, Box 2, Folder 2013.009.050, 
USSRCA. 
92 George C. Wallace to Walter V. Linde, December 13, 1965, DL. “Linde Named on Center Commission,” 
unknown newspaper, no date, DL.   
93 Harrison “Buzz” Price founded Economics Research Associates in 1958 after leaving SRI. Donald L. 
Nielson, A Heritage of Innovation: SRI’s First Half Century (Menlo Park, CA: SRI International, 2006), 
14-20. 
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the Saturn V” and in the Apollo program generally.94  The museum would be sited on 

400 acres of land, the donation of which Linde negotiated with Redstone Arsenal and 

which was finalized through an act of Congress.95   

In December 1967, von Braun recommended Edward O. Buckbee of the Marshall 

Space Flight Center’s Public Affairs Office to serve as founding director of the 

museum.96  Buckbee’s responsibilities included developing a narrative arc for the 

exhibitions and securing artifacts for display.  Trained in journalism and business, 

Buckbee was unprepared for exhibit design.  He traveled to the Museum of Science and 

Industry in Chicago, as well as the California Science Center in Los Angeles, for 

inspiration on interactive exhibit design and was particularly impressed by a hands-on 

exhibition designed by IBM.97  In consultation with the ASSEC, Buckbee contracted 

General Exhibits and Displays, Inc. in Chicago, General Exhibits, Inc. in Philadelphia, 

and Arkins and Merrill Co. in Maynard, Massachusetts to produce the displays.98  

Meanwhile, he traveled across the Southeast promoting the museum at meetings of the 

Chattanooga Engineers Club, National Tobacco Tax Association, and even at the 

premiere of Stanley Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space Odyssey.99 

                                                
94 Economics Research Associates, “Implementation Analysis of a Space Science Center,” August 1966, II-
4 through II-6, DL.  
95 Marshall, “Space Center Took Flight,” DL. “Congressman Announces Passage of Measure to Award 
Land for Exhibit,” Redstone Rocket 16, no. 44 (March 20, 1968), Army Materiel Command History Office, 
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96 Ernst Stuhlinger and Frederick Ordway III, Wernher von Braun: Crusader for Space (Malabar, FL: 
Krieger Publishing Co., 1996), 284.  
97 Edward O. Buckbee (founding director of the Alabama Space and Rocket Center) in discussion with the 
author, February 14, 2017. 
98 Edward O. Buckbee to Alfred P. Brewer, July 23, 1969, Alabama Governor Administrative files, 1962-
1978, Government Records Collections, Alabama Department of Archives and History, Montgomery, AL. 
“Groundbreaking Set,” Redstone Rocket 17, no. 11 (July 24, 1968), AMCHO.  
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The museum finally opened to the public in March 1970.  At the time Linde 

conceived of the museum, America’s presence in space consisted of a few small 

satellites. By the time the museum opened, the engineers in Huntsville had placed four 

astronauts on the Moon.  Visitors were encouraged to relive the triumph of the lunar 

expeditions when they navigated their station wagons to 1 Tranquility Base, the 

museum’s official address named for the landing site of the Apollo 11 mission.  In the 

first ten months of operation, the museum welcomed over 200,000 visitors from across 

the United States.100  Since then it has remained one of Alabama’s best attended and 

highest earning attractions.  

 
 
VI. “A Lot Easier to Pick” 

The Huntsville-Madison County Chamber of Commerce was the driving force 

behind the creation of the Alabama Space and Rocket Center. Its unwavering support for 

the museum can be understood as part of a decade-long campaign to promote tourism in 

the region. One of Huntsville’s earliest initiatives in 1951 was called the “Highway 

Holiday” program. Its purpose was to convert—by surprise—passing motorists into 

tourists.  Law enforcement pulled the inaugural beneficiaries, Mr. and Mrs. James E. 

Kerrick of Owensboro, Kentucky, off of the highway, “arrested,” and “jailed” them 

overnight in one of Huntsville’s finest inns.  Rather than posting bail, the couple received 

a complimentary dinner and gifts from fifty merchants.101   

                                                
100 Unsigned form letter to members of the Alabama Space and Rocket Center Science Advisory 
Committee, no date, Alabama Space Science Exhibit Commission Collection, Marshall Space Flight Center 
History Office, Huntsville, AL. 
101 Record, A Dream Come True, 294. 
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The Kerricks were the first of many families, undoubtedly all white, to enjoy a 

“Highway Holiday” through the late 1960s.102  Such a scenario would have been a 

nightmare for black motorists for whom traffic stops represented an opportunity for 

intimidation, financial exploitation, and even physical violence.  Racist and corrupt law 

enforcement officers across the nation, but especially in the Deep South, targeted black 

drivers for violations as minor as exceeding the speed limit by one mile per hour.  Flashy 

vehicles were a favorite mark for crooked cops, as their high price tags suggested their 

owners could be more successfully extorted.  In addition to facing discrimination while 

driving, black motorists also struggled to find accommodations along their travel routes.  

In the Jim Crow era merchants could legally deny African American travelers access to 

roadside lodging, food service, and even the ability to relieve themselves in service 

station restrooms.103 Few of Huntsville’s merchants would have supported a “Highway 

Holiday” for black motorists.  

In the late 1950s and 1960s, families—black and white—traversed America’s 

new highways in their new automobiles in pursuit of relaxation and entertainment.  Two 

and a half million American vacationers traveled within fifty miles of Huntsville en route 

to other destinations in the Southeast.104  “The northern Alabama region is basically a 

transition area for tourists,” explained the authors of the Stanford Research Institute 

report on the “Economic Feasibility of a Proposed Space Science Exhibit in Huntsville, 

Alabama.”  “Although the lakes surrounding Huntsville are popular tourist resorts,” they 
                                                
102 Huntsville Rewound website.  
103 Thomas J. Sugrue, “Driving While Black: The Car and Race Relations in Modern America,” Automobile 
in American Life and Society, http://www.autolife.umd.umich.edu/Race/R_Casestudy/R_Casestudy.htm. 
Mark S. Foster, “In the Face of ‘Jim Crow’: Prosperous Blacks and Vacations, Travel and Outdoor Leisure, 
1890-1945,” The Journal of Negro History 84, no. 2 (1999): 143. Susan Sessions Rugh, Are We There Yet? 
The Golden Age of Family Vacations (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2008), 68-9 and 74-6. 
104 Stanford Research Institute, “Economic Feasibility of a Proposed Space Science Exhibit in Huntsville, 
Alabama,” June 1960, 34, DLCC, Box 2, Folder 2013.009.052, USSRCA. 
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continued, “this area still is not on a level with Florida,” whose sunshine and sandy 

shores attracted millions of tourists—and millions of tourist dollars—yearly.105 

Huntsville’s “Highway Holiday” program demonstrated the city’s hospitality. The 

Chamber of Commerce recognized a need to offer more than food and lodging to attract 

and keep vacationing motorists in Huntsville. Walter Linde provided just such an 

opportunity with his proposed space museum. Linde’s alter ego, “Mr. Tourist,” 

effectively pitched the project. Wearing a suit covered in five hundred one dollar bills, 

Linde made surprise visits to civic events and social gatherings, tossing “his hard-earned 

money to and fro for food, lodging and leisure during his annual vacation.”106 When the 

Chamber envisioned space tourism, they saw banknotes. So enticing was Mr. Space 

Museum Tourist that the Chamber pursued him for twelve years.   

The Stanford team estimated that tourists to the space museum would contribute 

at least $1 million annually to the economy of Huntsville. According to the National 

Association of Travel Organizations, “any community which can attract a few dozen 

tourists a day throughout the year can generate the same financial benefit to the 

community that would come from a small factory.”107  Until the arrival of the arsenals, 

Huntsville had been a town of factories. Textile mills processing locally grown cotton 

dominated the city’s economy since the 1880s.108  One resident reflected on the 

                                                
105 Stanford Research Institute, “Economic Feasibility,” 42, USSRCA. For a history of the development of 
tourism in Florida in the twentieth century, see Tracy Revel’s Sunshine Paradise: A History of Florida 
Tourism (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2011). 
106 Linde picked up this gimmick during his time with the Tuscaloosa Chamber of Commerce. “The Money 
Man” and “Typical Tourist,” Decatur Daily (Decatur, AL), no date, DL. “Tourist Dollars Count,” The 
Tuscaloosa News (Tuscaloosa, AL), January 29, 1956, DL.   
107 Stanford Research Institute, “Economic Feasibility,” 25-28, USSRCA. 
108 Huntsville City Planning Commission, “Huntsville, Alabama: Population and Economy, Background 
Trends, Report 1,” July 1963, 2-3, DLCC, Box 2, Folder 2013.009.048, USSRCA. 
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Chamber’s activities, “one tourist is worth a lot more than a bale of cotton, and is 

certainly a lot easier to pick.”109   

It was anticipated that the expenditures of space museum tourists would disperse 

across Huntsville’s economy. Visitors were expected to spend four percent of their 

vacation budget on museum admission, twenty-seven percent on food, twenty-two 

percent on transportation, twenty-one percent on lodging, fourteen percent on retail, 

seven percent on theater and amusements, and five percent on laundry services.110 Such a 

distribution of funds was attractive to the Huntsville-Madison County Chamber of 

Commerce, which was keen to diversify the local economy.  According to a 1963 report 

from the Huntsville City Planning Commission, “either directly or indirectly, the jobs of 

nearly 90 per cent of Huntsville’s citizens are dependent on aerospace research and 

development activities.”111 Although a space museum would showcase aerospace 

research and development in Huntsville, the tourism industry it supported would be 

“largely independent” of that industry.112  In that way the museum was uniquely 

positioned to diversify the economy while celebrating its most prominent contributor.  

 

VII. To the Moon and Back(wards) 

At the time that Huntsville became “Rocket City, USA,” the state of Alabama was 

in the national spotlight for another reason. Alabama had the ignoble distinction of being 

home to more incidents of racially-charged violence than in any other state at this time. 

Racial tensions escalated across the state throughout the 1950s and 60s as civil rights 

                                                
109 Pat Houtz, “Recreation: An Industry That’s Not to Be Underestimated,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, 
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activities organized against segregation and other injustices of life under Jim Crow. 

While the German rocket engineers, erstwhile national enemies, enjoyed a comfortable 

lifestyle in the rolling hills of Huntsville, black Alabamians who nobly fought the Nazi 

foe lived as second-class citizens in their homeland.  They were disenfranchised, denied 

education at public universities, service at lunch counters, and even a sense of safety in 

their own bodies. The peaceful campaign for civil rights was met with violence from the 

state or the Ku Klux Klan. Images of broken bodies were widely reproduced on television 

news programs and in newspapers, to the nation’s horror.113    

Despite the negative attention, Governor Wallace was not embarrassed by the 

racial politics of his state.  “Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation 

forever!,” he exclaimed in his 1963 inaugural address.114 Publicly Wallace defended 

segregation as an issue of state autonomy from the federal government. Writing in his 

memoir about a Civil Rights Commission intervention in a state election, Wallace 

explained, “The time has come when we must stand up and defend the rights of the 

people of Alabama.”115 As this phrasing suggests, for Wallace, only the rights of the 

white citizenry were those of consequence.  

Wallace received letters of support from across the nation praising his resistance 

to federal authority in state affairs. Yet his staunch defense of segregation proved 

problematic for his agenda in a significant way. Industrial expansion was one of the 

issues on which he based his successful 1962 gubernatorial campaign. Wallace’s ability 

to deliver on this promise was doubly important, as he aspired to higher office; the health 
                                                
113 Wayne Flynt, “Racial Politics and Economic Stagnation,” in Alabama: The History of a Deep South 
State, by William Warren Rogers, Robert David Ward, Leah Rawls Atkins, and Wayne Flynt (Tuscaloosa, 
AL: University of Alabama Press, 1994): 549-569.  
114 Inaugural Address of Governor George C. Wallace, January 14, 1963, ADAH online, last modified 
February 2010, http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/cdm/ref/collection/voices/id/2952. 
115 George C. Wallace, Stand Up for Alabama (New York, NY: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1976), 66.  
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of his state’s economy would be a point of discussion in the presidential primaries. 

However, “the state’s reputation for conflict and violence placed added pressure on 

industrial recruitment.”116    

Industrialists and their employees did not want to live and work in the crucible of 

the civil rights struggle. A manager from Northrop Corporation explained in a letter to 

Governor Wallace his difficulty in attracting talent to the aerospace company’s Alabama 

outpost. He described how “two engineers with graduate degrees who agreed to move to 

Huntsville changed their minds” after observing the “racial mess” in the American 

South.117 Black workers were unwilling to relocate their families to Jim Crow Alabama, 

and white workers did not want to expose their families to the violence that met efforts to 

dismantle Jim Crow. 

The strategies of the nonviolent civil rights movement deterred industrial 

investment in Alabama. Activists encouraged peaceful demonstration through economic 

boycotts and protests, disrupting business operations. For example, in 1965 the 

Hammermill Paper Company sited a new plant in Selma. Civil rights leader Martin 

Luther King, Jr., recently released from jail following his arrest during Wallace’s violent 

crackdown of the Selma to Montgomery march for voting rights, joined students in 

protest of the facility. This high-profile picket line revealed that the social conditions in 

Alabama, despite subsidies and tax incentives, were not business-friendly.118  

Image-conscious industrialists were also concerned about investing in 

communities that resisted racial integration. Following the protests at the Hammermill 
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Paper Company, “many companies declined to risk the kinds of criticism, boycotts, or 

demonstrations directed against Hammermill because of its willingness to locate in an 

area where racial prejudice was so blatant.”119  Students from Alabama A&M University, 

a historically black institution of higher education in Huntsville, championed a message 

of capitalist complicity to the epicenter of American business world, the New York Stock 

Exchange. There they distributed fliers reading “To invest in Huntsville, Alabama is to 

invest in segregation” and “To bring in new plants and businesses to Huntsville aids 

segregation and subjects additional employees to racism.”120  

Wallace may have seen the proposed space museum as a solution to his problem 

with industrial recruitment.121  As his statement in the promotional pamphlet reveals, his 

interest in the space museum was strictly economic: “I wholeheartedly endorse 

Amendment Number 3, which will give Alabama another outstanding travel attraction, 

the Space Science Exhibit Center… this new attraction will mean economic gain for 

citizens of South Alabama and the entire state.”122  This potential economic gain would 

come in two forms: the establishment of a tourism industry in Huntsville, as well as 

expansion of existing industrial activities in the state. An institution celebrating 

America’s space program, in particular Huntsville’s contributions, would also showcase 

Alabama’s capacity to support and sustain high tech industry. It would suggest that, 

despite the brutal violence and economic disruption featured on the news, Alabama could 

produce and attract sufficient talent to conquer the most significant technical challenge in 
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121 The concept of the museum gained momentum while John Patterson was governor (1959-1963), yet 
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the nation’s history. In fact, the space museum would offer a positive counter display to 

images of violence and unrest in the nightly news dispatches from Alabama. It would be 

difficult to focus on the social conditions on the ground while gazing skyward towards 

the nosecone of a Mercury-Redstone rocket.   

 

VIII. The Biggest Space Museum of the Free World 

The “biggest space museum in the free world,” as the ASRC sometimes called 

itself, offered visitors up-close-and-personal access to real space hardware in its indoor 

exhibits and outdoor rocket garden. (Figure 1.8) The exhibitions in the museum 

building—designed to look like a blockhouse, a fortified, semi-underground structure 

from which personnel could safely observe the launch pad—were organized thematically. 

The first area after the theater, called “Space Dimensions,” offered an astronomy primer 

in the form of a walk-through of the solar system, in miniature, of course. Next visitors 

progressed to an area on “Military and Space Sciences,” which featured exhibits and 

hands-on activities explaining the fundamentals of rocketry, such as the principles of 

propulsion. Moving through the central atrium, reserved for demonstrations and 

oversized space hardware, visitors could access displays on “Military and Space Science 

Applications,” a shrine to Project Apollo and the work of the Redstone Arsenal.  

Exhibits on the mezzanine level celebrated rocketry pioneers including, of course, 

hometown hero Wernher von Braun.123  

 

 

                                                
123 Alabama Space and Rocket Center, “Plan for the Alabama Space Science Center,” undated (1969?), 10-
26, DLCC, Box 2, Folder 2013.009.050, USSRCA. 
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Figure 1.8. Floor plan of the Alabama Space and Rocket Center, ca. 1970. 

Courtesy of the U.S. Space & Rocket Center, from the collection of Frederick Ordway III. 
 

The rocket garden featured missiles and rockets produced at the adjacent 

Redstone Arsenal and Marshall Space Flight Center, respectively, displayed in vertical 

launch positions to stunning effect. As the visitor’s gaze traveled from tail to nose cone, 

he or she could not help but marvel at the scale of America’s military and civilian 

activities in space. Only the behemoth Saturn V Moon rocket, 363 feet in length and 33 

feet in diameter, lay on the ground. In advance of the museum’s opening, director 

Edward O. Buckbee spent years cobbling together individual rocket parts to assemble this 

amalgamation, the only example of this rocket on display in the United States at the 
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time.124 The garden also included a simulated lunar crater with mock Lunar Module and, 

at designated times, demonstrations of a lunar rover or “moon buggy.”125 So popular and 

distinctive was this attraction that the Huntsville Police Department used it in a public 

service announcement for safe driving. The print ad featured an officer arresting an 

astronaut for exceeding the speed limit in his buggy.  

On the whole, the museum was more educational than entertaining. The ASRC 

functioned as an informal science classroom. Throughout the planning process, Space 

Museum Committee members, consultants at SRI, and NASA and Redstone personnel 

consistently emphasized the importance of science education. Linde even proposed using 

museum profits to fund science education scholarships.126 The name of the museum’s 

governing body, the Alabama Space Science Exhibit Commission, is the clearest 

evidence of Huntsville’s commitment to creating a scientifically literate citizenry and 

inspiring the next generation of scientists and engineers, in the field of aerospace or 

otherwise.  

The Alabama Space and Rocket Center was both a reaction to and a participant in 

Cold War discourse on the growing importance of science education in the United States. 

Anxiety about the status of American science and technology peaked after the launch of 

the first Sputniks. As tensions escalated between the United States and the Soviet Union, 

the public increasingly viewed science through the lens of national security. Congress 

responded with the National Defense Education Act of 1958, which provided funds for 

improving science curriculum and establishing institutions for the dissemination of 
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scientific information to the public.127 This act elevated science education to the status of 

national imperative.  

The connection between space science and technology and national security was 

foregrounded at the ASRC, by attending to the military and civilian origins and 

applications of space exploration. As the Economics Research Associates noted in their 

1966 report, “Implementation Analysis of a Space Science Center”:  

The planning and design of the Space Science Exhibit Center must take into 

consideration the varied goals and policies of the Army and NASA. While 

NASA’s work is aimed at exploration of space and future modes of travel in the 

universe, the Army’s mission is essentially military. However unrelated these 

goals may seem from one view at least, they come together in the pursuit of 

freedom—the Army in the military defense of freedom and NASA in search of 

free horizons.”128 

This union was a central theme in the museum’s “indoctrination” film, screened on loop 

for every incoming visitor. 

Titled “Freedom to Explore,” the film set the tone for the visitor experience 

throughout the museum. The eleven-minute film featured striking visuals with minimal 

narration.129  It opened on a scene of a kitten batting a toy across the screen. Soon ten 

“snarling” dogs appeared on screen, barking loudly and menacing the playful kitten. She 

swiped them away with outstretched claws, which, through the power of post-production 

techniques, transformed into rockets. “Isn’t it interesting,” asks the narrator, “that big, 

strong dogs have so much respect for little kittens when their claws are very sharp?”  The 

film quickly cut to the phrase “Freedom from Oppression.” This thin allegory suggested 
                                                
127 Wayne J. Urban, More Than Science and Sputnik: The National Defense Education Act of 1958 
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to audiences that America’s best defense against its foes, clearly understood as 

communists, was a strong rocketry program.130 The remainder of the film commences 

with the title credit “Freedom from Gravity,” and features lighthearted scenes of people 

enjoying momentary weightlessness, such as child swinging in her father’s arms and a 

carful of thrillseekers cresting the hill of a roller coaster. Like the exhibits that followed, 

the film showed military and civilian space activities as two sides of the same coin.     

Beginning and ending with audio-visual displays, the ASRC delivered its parting 

message in an exhibit titled “Futures.” Recognizing that “the tax dollars of citizens will 

take us to the stars, but the future for the great majority of mankind is an earthbound 

future,” the ASRC produced a video in acknowledgement of the material benefits of 

space exploration on Earth. Over “rapid fire views of the people of underprivileged 

nations” the narrator explains:  

Satellite communications are greatly reducing the barriers of time, geography and 

politics. Now with world-wide television broadcasting a reality, a TV set at any 

corner of the world can reveal a better way of life, brush aside resistance to 

change, arouse determination for self improvement.131 

Much like the rockets in the opening film, commercial applications of spaceflight (in 

particular satellite television) are presented as agents of democracy.    

 

IX. Conclusion 

In a Huntsville Times article celebrating the 25th anniversary of the U.S. Space 

and Rocket Center, as the ASRC was renamed in the 1980s, exhibits manager Scott 

Osborne offered a one-sentence description of the museum’s origin. “Von Braun pitched 

                                                
130 Alabama Space and Rocket Center, “Plan for the Alabama Space Science Center,” undated (1969?), 6-7, 
DLCC, Box 2, Folder 2013.009.050, USSRCA. 
131 Ibid., 29-30. 
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the proposal to the state Legislature,” Osborne said, “and they held a referendum.”132 The 

rest was history. While von Braun played a significant role in drawing attention to 

Huntsville, creating demand for a space museum in Northern Alabama, and supporting 

the passage of Amendment 3, the genesis of the space museum is the story of Walter 

Linde and other members of the Huntsville-Madison County Chamber of Commerce 

whose names have long been forgotten. 

Linde recognized in 1958 the demand for a space attraction in Huntsville, and 

conceived of a museum to promote space science literacy and education, new priorities of 

the Cold War state. He sold the concept to the Chamber of Commerce on the promise of 

dollar bills. The proposed space museum, it turned out, would be the perfect complement 

to the Chamber’s ongoing campaign, dating to the 1950s, of tourism development and 

economic diversification. In turn Governor Wallace endorsed this project, hoping it 

would showcase his state’s capacity to support high tech industry at a time when his 

segregationist policies complicated his efforts to retain and attract industry in Alabama. 

That the space museum intersected with the agenda of key stakeholders catalyzed the 

development of the ASRC. The hard work of Linde, his fellow committee members and 

volunteers, Chamber leaders, Buckbee and his museum staff, and personnel at Redstone 

and Marshall gave it life. 

Why, then, is von Braun credited for this achievement—by the museum’s staff 

nonetheless? It would be an easy mistake to assume that von Braun was involved in a 

major way.  He was, in fact, responsible for the idea of U.S. Space Camp, which the U.S. 

                                                
132 Mike Kaylor, “25 and Counting,” Huntsville Times (Huntsville, AL), March 16, 1995, F12-13, DLCC, 
Box 2, Folder 2013.009.050, USSRCA. 
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Space and Rocket Center has hosted since 1982.133  Throughout Huntsville von Braun’s 

mark—and name—are all over town. One need look no further than the Von Braun 

Center, a performance and conference space in the heart of Huntsville or the Von Braun 

Astronomical Society, which operates a public planetarium on the top of Monte Sano 

mountain overlooking the Arsenal. As Buckbee said of his former colleague, “he gave the 

city a direction.”134 Osborne’s misattribution suggests that von Braun is still very much 

the hero of the mythology of Huntsville’s genesis as a modern city, a process to which 

the ASRC certainly contributed. The readiness with which his legacy was inflated also 

suggests that the city has not yet come to terms with von Braun’s Nazi past. 

The erasure of Linde’s contributions is indicative of a larger problem within space 

history. Much of the earliest scholarship on the history of the space program is insular. 

Often commissioned by NASA itself, these works attended to particular projects, people, 

and hardware. The stories told are those recorded in the official archive. As the history of 

the ASRC, and space tourism more broadly, suggests, a highly diverse group of actors 

worked to preserve and present America’s celestial heritage. Their activities continue to 

shape the way society commemorates spaceflight today. 

                                                
133 Edward O. Buckbee, February 14, 2017. 
134 Edward O. Buckbee, quoted in Laney, German Rocketeers in the Heart of Dixie, 85. 
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Chapter 2 
 

“See Your Spaceport”: 
Space Tourism in Brevard County, Florida 

 
I. Eyes on Apollo 

On Tuesday, July 15, 1969, David Sandoz and friends were relaxing in their 

apartment near the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Watching television, brews in 

hand, they were overcome with the feeling that they were missing out on something big.  

“We drove like crazy to Chicago,” Sandoz recounted, “made connections in Atlanta, then 

we really had to wheel and deal to get tickets to Orlando.” Upon landing the determined 

students hitchhiked sixty miles east to Cocoa Beach, Florida, arriving at 6:30 the 

following morning.1  They had three hours to spare before astronauts Neil Armstrong, 

Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin, and Michael Collins would begin their journey to the Moon from 

Launch Pad 39A at NASA’s John F. Kennedy Space Center (KSC).  

Sandoz was one of the 450,000 to 900,000 people who traveled to Cocoa Beach 

and the surrounding area to offer Apollo 11 a personal send-off.2 (Figures 2.1 and 2.2) As 

these figures suggest, Americans had an intense interest in the Moon landing program. 

Most people enjoyed a brief love affair with Project Apollo—at a minimum tuning in for 

some portion of the round-the-clock news coverage of America’s lunar missions, at a 

maximum traveling to the earthly epicenter of the action. For the residents and 

institutions of Brevard County, Florida, the legacy of Project Apollo persists to this day.  

 

                                                
1 John McAleenan, “Like a Mammoth Family Picnic,” Florida Today (Brevard County, FL), July 17, 1969, 
4A.  
2  Law enforcement agencies estimated that Brevard County welcomed between 450,000 to 900,000 
visitors for the Apollo 11 launch. Sherry Woods, “Visitors Couldn’t Drain Food, Gas Supplies,” Florida 
Today (Brevard County, FL), 5A. 
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Figure 2.1. Family camped out for launch of Apollo 11, Brevard County, Florida, July 16, 1969.  
Photograph by David Burnett. Courtesy Contact Press Images. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.2. Launch tourists in Brevard County, Florida, July 16, 1969.  

Photograph by David Burnett. Courtesy Contact Press Images. 
 
 

The nation’s celestial ambitions fundamentally transformed the county’s landscape, 

population, economy, and identity in the immediate aftermath of President John F. 
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Kennedy’s 1961 commitment “to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing 

a man on the moon and returning him safely to the Earth.”3   

Historians, sociologists, and enthusiastic local researchers have described in detail 

the space program’s impact on Brevard County as NASA expanded its operations in 

preparation for the lunar landing program.4  Their scholarship provides a picture of how, 

in a time of exponential population growth, civic and business leaders found ways to 

house, feed, educate, entertain, and govern thousands of new residents, almost all space 

workers and their young families. This scholarship all but neglects another group of 

actors whose presence in Brevard, though brief, commanded the community’s attention—

space tourists.  

From the beginning of the space age, people flocked to Brevard to witness 

America’s quest for the stars. En route to the sands of Miami Beach, the amusements of 

Cypress Gardens, or other Florida attractions, families from far and wide detoured their 

Chevrolets and Cadillacs toward America’s launch facilities. If they were lucky, they 

might spot a rocket or missile escaping Earth’s atmosphere. But if the launch was 

scrubbed, there was nothing to see and nowhere to stay. People moved on. But before the 

Eagle landed on the Moon, Brevard County, “America’s Gateway to Space,” had become 

one of the top tourist attractions in Florida.   

 

                                                
3 John F. Kennedy, “Special Message to the Congress on Urgent National Needs,” May 25, 1961, John F. 
Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum Archives online, https://www.jfklibrary.org/asset-
viewer/archives/JFKPOF/034/JFKPOF-034-030. 
4 Historical scholarship on the relationship between NASA and Brevard County includes William Barnaby 
Faherty, S.J.’s Florida’s Space Coast: The Impact of NASA on the Sunshine State (Gainesville, FL: 
University Press of Florida, 2002) and articles in The Florida Historical Quarterly 87, no. 2 (Fall 2008), a 
special retrospective issue on the fiftieth anniversary of NASA’s founding.  For a contemporary analysis, 
see Summary Report: NASA Impact on Brevard County, eds. Annie Mary Hartsfield, Mary Alice Griffin, 
Charles M. Grigg (Tallahassee, FL: Institute for Social Research at the Florida State University, 1966). 
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Canaveral. Between the rivers is Merritt Island, a bulbous landmass, sits at the uppermost 

point of Brevard, which terminates 72 miles to the south.  (Figure 2.4) 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.4. Map of Brevard County from NASA Visitor Center Brochure, 1968.  
Courtesy Florida Memory Project Online, State Library and Archives of Florida. 

 
 

Within half a century, the federal government began razing Brevard’s famous 

citrus groves and clearing its coastal scrub in support of the war effort.  During the 

Second World War the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) established the Banana River 

Naval Air Station (NAS) at the southernmost tip of Brevard’s barrier island.  The facility 

was an auxiliary to the Jacksonville NAS, headquarters of the U.S. Navy’s aerial 
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operations.  The coastal location of the Banana River NAS made it an ideal base of 

operations for aerial patrols in search of enemy submarines.6   

Following the end of the war, the U.S. Air Force acquired the Banana River NAS 

in 1948 as a testing ground for its newest weapon: missiles.7  The DoD’s existing facility 

at the White Sands Proving Ground in New Mexico was no longer suitable for the larger 

missiles under development, as their strike zone extended to the metropolitan areas of 

Albuquerque and El Paso.   

An East Coast barrier island was a naturally advantageous launch site.8  First, its 

oceanfront location allowed the USAF to direct its rockets away from populated 

communities.  Safety was a top concern as early years of research and development 

included many dangerous failures.  In the early 1950s swimmers were warned of the 

“Snark-infested” waters along Cocoa Beach, as the Snark missile notoriously went down 

more often than up.  Second, an easterly flightpath from the barrier island was dotted 

with islands well positioned for establishing missile tracking stations.9     

Twenty miles north of the U.S. Air Force installation, renamed Patrick Air Force 

Base (AFB) in 1950, the barrier island expanded into the two-plus square mile landmass 

of Cape Canaveral.  Patrick AFB sited its launch facilities, known as the Cape Canaveral 

Air Force Station, on this landmass.10  The Air Force, and the contractor in charge of 

                                                
6 “NAS Banana River, Patrick Air Force Base,” Florida’s World War II Memorial online, accessed October 
1, 2017, http://www.museumoffloridahistory.com/exhibits/permanent/wwii/sites.cfm?PR_ID=85. 
7 Hartsfield, et. al., Summary Report, 9.  
8 Faherty, Florida’s Space Coast, 5. 
9 Ibid., 2. In order to escape Earth’s gravity, a rocket must achieve a speed of approximately 25,000 miles 
per hour (known as the “escape velocity”).  Rockets launched in the direction of Earth’s rotation (east) have 
the advantage of an initial speed equal to that of the speed of the rotation of the Earth about its own axis.  
This value is greatest at the equator.  In order to maximize the initial velocity and minimize the energy 
required to send a rocket into orbit, many launches occur from launch pads near the equator and with an 
easterly flight path. 
10 For simplicity I refer to the Cape Canaveral Air Force Station as Cape Canaveral throughout the 
remainder of this chapter.  The name of the site has been a point of controversy since the mid-1960s.  In 
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base operations, Pan-American Airways, built launch pads counterclockwise around the 

Cape in accordance with the technical specifications required by each newly developed 

DoD missile.11 (Figure 2.5)  Its primary users include the Air Force, Army, and Navy, all 

of which conducted aerospace research, as well as private aerospace corporations, such as 

Boeing, Grumman, McDonnell, and North American Aviation. Cape Canaveral became 

the nation’s only “Gateway to Space.”     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.5. Aerial view (south-facing) of launch pads at the Cape Canaveral Air Force Station, ca. 1960s. 
Courtesy Florida Memory Project Online, State Library and Archives of Florida. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
late 1963 the facility was renamed Cape Kennedy as a memorial to the recently-assassinated Commander-
in-Chief.  From the beginning Brevard residents opposed this gesture, as the Canaveral name had been in 
use since Spanish explorer Ponce de Leon named the site in 1513. In response to local criticism, the USAF 
reinstated the original name in 1973.  Charles D. Benson and William B. Faherty, Gateway to the Moon: 
Building the Kennedy Space Center Launch Complex (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2001), 
148.  
11 For a history of Department of Defense activities in space, see Sean Kalic’s U.S. Presidents and the 
Militarization of Space, 1946-1967 (College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 2012).  
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III. Space for NASA  

 Another user arrived at the Cape in 1958 whose impact on Brevard would outsize 

that of all others combined.  On October 4, 1957 the Soviet Union successfully orbited 

the first artificial satellite around the Earth.  The little orb named Sputnik measured just 

shy of two feet in diameter and weighed less than two hundred pounds.  Despite its small 

size, the satellite made an enormous impact on Capitol Hill, where members of Congress 

perceived it as evidence of the scientific and technological superiority of America’s Cold 

War adversary.  It catalyzed a public discourse among the press, policymakers, and 

scientists on the status of science in American society and the relationship between 

spaceflight and national security.  

In March 1958 Majority Leader of the House of Representatives, John W. 

McCormack (D-Massachusetts), proposed the formation of a Select Committee on 

Astronautics and Space Exploration “to conduct a thorough and complete study and 

investigation with respect to all aspects and problems relating to the exploration of outer 

space and the control, development, and use of astronautical resources, personnel, 

equipment, and facilities.”  The Select Committee made two significant contributions in 

its year of service: the establishment of the National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration, a federal agency dedicated to the exploration of space for “peaceful 

purposes for the benefit of all mankind,” and the formation of a permanent House 

Committee on Science and Astronautics which, among other responsibilities, held NASA 

accountable to the American public.12        

                                                
12 Ken Hechler, The Endless Space Frontier: A History of the House Committee on Science and 
Astronautics, 1959-1978 (San Diego, CA: American Astronautical Society, 1982), 1-2. 
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Congress empowered NASA to “plan, direct, and conduct aeronautical and space 

activities” in collaboration with the scientific community at large and “provide for the 

widest practicable and appropriate dissemination of information concerning its activities 

and the results thereof.”13  The House Committee on Science and Astronautics, through 

annual budget appropriation hearings, made sure NASA had the funds to do so without 

undue burden to the American taxpayers.  

One of the ways in which the DoD minimized its expenses was through leasing 

the USAF’s launch pads at Cape Canaveral to other branches of the military. Since 1950 

U.S. Army personnel designed and built rockets at its Redstone Arsenal in Huntsville, 

Alabama.  The densely populated city made for a poor launch site and so Wernher von 

Braun, lead rocket engineer for the U.S. Army, sent Dr. Kurt H. Debus to oversee 

Redstone launch operations at Cape Canaveral.  Debus and his Missile Firing Laboratory 

began traveling to the Cape in 1953.14   

In 1961 NASA established its center of launch vehicle research and development 

program at the George C. Marshall Space Flight Center, co-located at the Redstone 

Arsenal.  The U.S. Army transferred Von Braun, Debus, and their teams to NASA for 

this purpose.  Debus continued to operate at the Cape, now on behalf of NASA instead of 

the U.S. Army.  Soon after Marshall established a permanent presence—the Launch 

Operations Directorate—at the Cape.15   

                                                
13 “National Aeronautics and Space Act of 1958,” Public Law #85-568, 72 Stat., 426. Signed by the 
President on July 29, 1958, Record Group 255, National Archives and Records Administration, 
Washington, DC; available in NASA Historical Reference Collection, History Office, NASA Headquarters, 
Washington, DC. 
14 Faherty, Florida’s Space Coast, 8. 
15 Kenneth Lipartito and Orville R. Butler, A History of the Kennedy Space Center (Gainesville, FL: 
University Press of Florida, 2007), 52. 
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Facilities at the Cape were in high demand, and President Kennedy’s 1961 

mandate to go to the Moon put additional pressure on the launch site.  Debus offered 

three suggestions for improving NASA’s launch operations in anticipation of the lunar 

landing program: centralized coordination of launches at the Cape from NASA 

Headquarters in Washington, DC; continuation of Launch Operations Directorate 

coordination by Marshall personnel; or establishment of an independent NASA launch 

center.  He strongly advocated for the third option. 

At the request of NASA Administrator James E. Webb, Debus investigated 

suitable sites.  The shortlist included naturally isolated locations, such as Mayuanana 

Island (Bahamas), Christmas Island (Australia), South Point (Hawaii), as well as a 

floating humanmade platform in the Atlantic.16  The Cape was also under consideration; 

after all, NASA leadership knew its advantages well. However it also knew of its 

disadvantages, like heavily congested roads in a community lagging behind in the 

resources and amenities required for a growing workforce.  A more serious concern 

among NASA personnel was the fear that the USAF might usurp the agency’s authority 

on such a small island.  

In their History of the Kennedy Space Center (2007), Kenneth Lipartito and 

Orville R. Butler explain in detail the resolution of this siting problem.  Ultimately NASA 

acquired 144,000 acres of “an isolated nature preserve” on Merritt Island, adjacent to 

Cape Canaveral and began constructing the Moonport in 1962.17 Webb appointed Debus, 

head of Marshall’s Launch Operations Directorate, director of the new space center for 

which he so strongly advocated.  

                                                
16 Lipartito and Butler, A History of the Kennedy Space Center, 51-57. 
17 Pat Duggins, “NASA in Florida: A Journalist's View,” The Florida Historical Quarterly 87, no. 2, (Fall 
2008): 144.  
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IV. Community Changes 

During the 1950s and into the 1960s, Brevard was the fastest growing county in 

the nation.  Its population nearly quadrupled from 23,653 in 1950 to 111,435 in 1960, as 

people from across the country sought work from Uncle Sam, either as federal 

employees, enlisted service members, or contractors.18  By the early 1960s approximately 

half of Brevard households were employed in the space program.19  Because of the strong 

culture of contracting within the military and NASA, private aerospace companies and 

related industries relocated to or were established in the region.20  In 1950 the county 

hosted 26 industries, a figure which grew to 107 in 1960 and 215 by 1970.   

 By the early 1960s, only one in ten residents of Brevard was a native Floridian.  

Space workers and their families resettled from across the country, with large groups 

coming from cities with aerospace companies including Seattle (Boeing), St. Louis 

(McDonnell), Long Island (Grumman), and Southern California (North American 

Aviation and Douglas). Historian William Barnaby Faherty noted that it would not have 

been unusual to spot a New York Mets cap on a Cocoa Beach sunbather.21   

  By and large the space workers were well-educated young men married to well-

educated young women.22  Over seventy percent of adults over the age of 25 in Brevard 

                                                
18 During the same period of time the state population increased at a rate of approximately 130 percent. 
Hartsfield, et. al., Summary Report, 10. 
19 National Park Service, “Prospectus for a Visitor Services Program at the John F. Kennedy Space Center, 
NASA, Merritt Island, Florida,” 1965, 84, Record Group 255, National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration, Kennedy Space Center, Public Affairs Office, Historical Events and Community Relations, 
1961-1980, Accession #82-017, Box #5, National Archives and Records Administration, Atlanta, GA.  
20 For a discussion of contracting practices in the military and at NASA, see Howard E. McCurdy, Inside 
NASA: High Technology and Organizational Change in the U.S. Space Program (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1993).  
21 Faherty, Florida’s Space Coast, 18 and 56.  
22 The divorce rate was strikingly high in Brevard and around NASA’s Manned Spacecraft Center in 
Houston, Texas.  Reporters cited long working hours and stress as reasons for the dissolution of so many 
marriages. “Aerospace Malaise,” Newsweek (April 8, 1968): 106.  George F. Alexander, “Divorce Rate 
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held high school diplomas, fifteen percent higher than the state average.  Nearly forty 

percent of the men in the county had earned a college degree.  In the county’s largest 

cities—Titusville, Cocoa, and Melbourne—over fifty percent of the population was 

younger than 40.23  The space workers were busy starting families.  Between 1950 and 

1964 enrollment in Brevard County schools grew by nearly eight hundred sixty percent.  

The county added nearly one hundred classrooms per year during that time.24  

 

V. “Bird Watching” 

Aside from the beach, there was little by way of entertainment for the young 

families in Brevard. “Bird watching” became a popular pastime. Unusual “birds,” as 

missiles were known colloquially among engineers, first took flight over Brevard in 1950 

when the U.S. Air Force began testing missiles at Cape Canaveral.  Curious residents 

scanned the skies for new avian species of the twentieth century.  Although reasons of 

security prevented the military installation from announcing its testing schedule to the 

public, the locals heard rumors about activity easily enough to support their hobby.  

Reporters covering the missile beat for local papers employed a different strategy for 

catching a launch.  Loitering around motels near Patrick AFB, they looked for high-

ranking military officials or other guests whose presence suggested a “bird” would soon 

take flight.25   

Early activities at the Cape were of local interest only, but by the end of the 

decade they had captured the nation’s attention.  Local, regional, and national media 
                                                                                                                                            
Skyrockets at Space Centers,” Houston Chronicle (Houston, TX), April 7, 1968, Record No. 012980, 
Folder: Kennedy Space Center, Florida, HQ. 
23 Hartsfield, et. al., Summary Report, 101 and 103. 
24 Ibid., 13.  
25 Arnold Richman (executive assistant to KSC PAO chief) Oral History Interview, conducted by Patrick 
Moore, June 18, 2002, Kennedy Space Center Archives.  
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outlets heavily reported on America’s first efforts to place a satellite in orbit.  Unlike 

other programs at the Cape, the Vanguard and Explorer projects, under the aegis of the 

Navy and Army, respectively, were publicly acknowledged.  They were part of 

America’s contribution to the International Geophysical Year, an international scientific 

collaboration to study the Earth.  In the spirit of transparency, in contrast to the secretive 

efforts of the Soviet Union, the Air Force Station welcomed media onto the Cape to 

broadcast live the launch of Vanguard Test Vehicle 3 on December 6, 1957.  The rocket 

ascended less than four feet before disastrously exploding on live television.26  America’s 

next satellite attempt, Explorer I, was ultimately successful on January 31, 1958, though 

it had been launched in the dead of night without media present. Coverage of these earlier 

satellite launches marked the first appearances of Cape Canaveral in Time and Life, two 

of the most widely-read weekly news magazines in the nation.27   

Interest in the skies over Brevard peaked in 1959 when NASA introduced 

America to its first class of astronauts, the Mercury 7, who would launch from the Cape 

into the unknown of space.  Life magazine engaged the astronauts—Scott Carpenter, 

Gordon Cooper, John Glenn, Virgil “Gus” Grissom, Wally Schirra, Alan Shepard, and 

Donald “Deke” Slayton—and their families for the exclusive rights to document their 

home lives.28  The magazine, which circulated to 6.7 million addresses weekly, though 

shared many times, featured photographs of the astronauts at work and at home alongside 

articles in their own words.29 The Mercury 7 first covered Life on September 14, 1959, 

                                                
26 Constance McLaughlin Green and Milton Lomask, Vanguard: A History (Washington, DC: National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration, 1970).  
27 “A Curving Course from Cape Canaveral to the Edge of Space,” Life (June 3, 1957), 49. “Canaveral 
Revisited,” Time 71, no. 6 (February 10, 1959), 45.  
28 David Meerman Scott and Richard Jurek, Marketing the Moon: The Selling of the Apollo Lunar Program 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2014).  
29 Circulation statistics featured on magazine cover, Life (December 14, 1959). 
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followed by their wives on September 21. (Figure 2.6) The Life series introduced 

America to its astronaut corps in weekly installments, normalizing the spacemen through 

glimpses into their domestic lives.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.6. Mercury 7 astronauts and their wives cover Life magazine, September 1959. 
 

Concurrently, many authors rushed to satiate, and profit from, the public’s interest 

in space.  Books interpreting the space program were produced for readers of all ages. 

The phrase “Cape Canaveral” appeared in exponentially more texts between 1955 and 

1960. (Figure 2.7) For example, the Cape is the setting for Mel Hunter’s The Missilemen, 

a photo essay published by Doubleday and Company depicting the life of spaceworkers 

in Brevard.30  It includes photographs from a church sanctuary as well as the launch pad, 

an altar to the Cold War god of science.  In 1963 Miroslav Sasek, internationally-known 

children’s author and illustrator, published This is Cape Canaveral, a colorfully 

                                                
30 Mel Hunter, The Missilemen (New York, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1960). 
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Figure 2.7. Author-generated Google N-Gram indicating frequency of “Cape Canaveral” in digitized texts. 
The decline beginning in 1962-3 correlates with the opening of the Kennedy Space Center. 

 

illustrated travel guide to Brevard.  It featured scenes from the spaceport populated with 

friendly astronauts and smiling engineers.  So popular was Sasek’s book that it was 

reprinted in 1966 and 1973 under the title This is Cape Kennedy and again in 2009 as 

This is the Way to the Moon.31  As the evolution of the title suggests, by the 21st century 

the Cape had lost its name recognition, but interest in the legacy of America’s lunar 

program was still strong forty years after the first Moon landing. The book was part of a 

series of This Is… picture books about cosmopolitan capitals of the world, including 

Paris, London, Rome, Venice, and New York.  That Sasek included Cape Canaveral in 

this cohort speaks to the cultural significance of the Cape in the 1960s.   

By the time NASA was ready for its first human space mission, the American 

public had become acquainted with the astronauts, and their carefully curated public 

images, over nearly two years.  Alan Shepard might as well have been the father next 

door, albeit with a more hazardous-than-usual profession. When Shepard became the first 

American in space on May 5, 1961, over 45 million people watched his historic flight on 

                                                
31 Miroslav Sasek, This is Cape Kennedy (New York, NY: Macmillan Publishing Co, Inc., 1973).    
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live television.32  Thousands more drove from across the country to cheer on the flight of 

the Freedom 7 spacecraft in person.  

The prominence of the Cape in the media and popular culture attracted “bird 

watchers” from far and wide to the area. Mrs. Curtis Hamilton of Cocoa, Florida typifies 

the early space tourist. On the morning of Monday, February 20, 1962 she served her 

family a “good, hot breakfast,” just as she did every day.  But on this day her family 

dined al fresco, sipping coffee from thermoses on the beach as they awaited the start of 

America’s first orbital spaceflight. (Figure 2.8) Her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Joe Hicks, 

drove in with their granddaughter Debra from Waco, Texas to join the catered launch 

party.33 Meanwhile many more onlookers, playing hooky from work, gazed skyward 

from the Beach Causeway, which now resembled a parking lot rather than a roadway.34 

At 10:47 am EST the delighted crowds watched John Glenn mount an Atlas rocket and 

lift off towards the heavens to transit the Earth.   

Like Mr. and Mrs. Hicks, many of the early space tourists were relatives of 

Brevardians. The diffuse origins of the space workforce meant that family and friends 

from across the country could witness space exploration without accumulating a motel 

bill. License plates from across the United States, from New Jersey, to Texas, to 

California, could be spotted along the county’s congested roadways.35 The beaches of  

 

                                                
32 Loyd S. Swenson, Jr., James M. Grimwood, and Charles C. Alexander, This New Ocean: A History of 
Project Mercury (Washington, DC: National Aeronautics and Space Administration, 1966), 34. 
33 Photograph, “This Family Came Well Prepared,” Cocoa Tribune (Cocoa, Florida), no date (around 
February 20, 1962), Scrapbook Vol. 2: Cape Canaveral Launches, Florida Historical Society Library, 
Cocoa, Florida.  
34 Photograph, “It Was Crowded but Not Jammed,” Cocoa Tribune (Cocoa, Florida), no date (around 
February 20, 1962), Scrapbook Vol. 2: Cape Canaveral Launches, Florida Historical Society Library, 
Cocoa, Florida. 
35 Joyce Love, “Sleepless Night on Beach,” Florida Today (Brevard County, Florida), July 17, 1969, 4D. 
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Figure 2.8. Mrs. Curtis Hamilton serving breakfast on the beach in anticipation of John Glenn’s 

Mercury mission, February 1962. Photograph from Cocoa Tribune. Courtesy FLORIDA TODAY. 
 

Brevard, which offered unobstructed views of the spaceward flight paths, were the 

preferred look out points. The obvious assembly point—the launch site itself— 

was not publicly accessible. The scenic beaches proved dangerous for some motorists, 

however. During launches Cocoa Beach Commissioner Fred Spencer and other Jeep 

operators were at hand with tow ropes to assist tourists whose automobiles got stuck in 

the sand.36  

Other residents showed space tourists southern hospitality—at a price. 

Brevardians near the space center sometimes opened their homes to out-of-town “bird 

watchers.”  One enterprising youth, Cecily Chamberlain, 13, noted that “people were 

always walking in our yard and tromping on our plants to see the shots. We decided to 

charge them.”  Cecily rented chairs along her family’s property on the Indian River, with 

its clear view of the Apollo launch pads, while her neighborhood friends operated a 

                                                
36 Photograph, Fred Spencer and his Jeep, Cocoa Tribune (Cocoa, Florida), no date (date around February 
20, 1962), Scrapbook Vol. 2: Cape Canaveral Launches, Florida Historical Society Library, Cocoa, Florida. 
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concession stand.37 Few were fortunate to enjoy Cecily’s viewing stand. Many more 

tourists were stranded in their automobiles at the moment of launch.  The gridlock on 

State Road A1A, which ran the length of Brevard’s barrier island, and the east-west 520 

Causeway, which crossed the Indian and Banana Rivers and connected the mainland to 

Merritt Island and the barrier island, rendered these roads launch look outs, as well. Bud 

Crisafulli, lifelong resident of Brevard, remembers his mother selling freshly squeezed 

orange juice to launch tourists stuck in traffic alongside the family’s orange groves on 

Route 3. His brother sold fried chicken in what Crisafulli describes as a “football 

tailgate”-like atmosphere.38 This scene represents the confluence of Brevard’s primary 

economic engines: citrus, aerospace, and, increasingly, tourism.  

The Chamberlain and Crisafulli families were not alone in recognizing the 

financial opportunity space tourists presented. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Brevard 

lacked the infrastructure to support high-volume tourism. There was a shortage of 

lodging on launch days, which attracted upwards of hundreds of thousands of vacationing 

motorists. In the event a launch was postponed (“scrubbed” in space jargon), they needed 

to race back to Orlando to secure overnight accommodations.39    

The postwar era was the height of the culture of automobility, as a newly mobile 

middle class pursued leisure away from home and on the road.  Motor courts and motels 

(a contraction of “motor hotel”) appeared along America’s roadways, especially its new 

and expanding Interstate Highway System, to serve the weary traveler.  Brevard County 

was no exception.  Between the late 1950s and mid-1960s the hospitality industry 

                                                
37 Donna Jenkins, “Kids Rent Yard Seats as Apollo Grandstand,” Florida Today (Brevard County, FL), 
July 15, 1969, 2A. 
38 Bud Chrisafulli in discussion with the author, June 2017.  
39 Ibid.  
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quadrupled in response to growing demand for accommodations, both from official 

visitors to the spaceport as well as launch tourists.   

The 1957 Brevard city directory lists 11 motels, including the Sea Missile, a name 

which referenced the missile activity at the Cape.  Within ten years the motel directory 

expanded to 40 entries.40  Some of the new motels also adopted space age names or 

themes, such as the Astrocraft, Satellite, Star, Starlite, and Vanguard. (Figure 2.9) On the 

reverse of their postcard, the Astrocraft Motel proudly announced, “Space Flight is 

Missile Business—Motel Space is Our Business.”41 Other motels gestured towards space 

with their amenities, for example, the famed Gemini Room, a popular restaurant and 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.9. Starlite Motel, Cocoa Beach, Florida, 1958.  

Courtesy Florida Memory Project Online, State Library and Archives of Florida. 
 

lounge at the Carriage House Motel. While national chains such as Howard Johnson, 

Ramada Inn, and Holiday Inn dominated the industry, they comprised a small fraction of 

the motels in Brevard.  “Independent motels continued to flourish in the beach resorts,” 

                                                
40 Polk’s, Brevard City Directories, 1957-1972, Catherine Schweinsberg Rood Central Library, Brevard 
County Public Libraries.  
41 Astrocraft Motel postcard, Personal Collection of Bob Gross. 



102 
 

explains historian Tim Hollis, “because the interstates did not run as close to the coast as 

did such highways as U.S. 1 and Florida’s legendary Highway A1A.”42  

 

VI. Behind the Cape 

Like the motel proprietors of Brevard, the leadership at Patrick AFB also took 

note of “the tremendous interest in our nation’s missile and space programs.”  Yet “since 

many of the tests and projects [at the Cape] affect our country’s security,” it was not 

possible to open the gates to the public.  Beginning in 1956 the U.S. Air Force satisfied 

the public’s curiosity about its arsenal by proudly displaying a selection of missiles on the 

front lawn of its Technical Laboratory. (Figure 2.10) Easily accessible along State Road 

A1A, the Tech Lab “rocket garden” included Titan and Thor missiles, the Snark cruise 

missile, the Navy’s submarine-fired Polaris, and the Army’s mobile launcher-fired 

Pershing.  The public was welcome to an up-close view and took advantage of photo 

opportunities with the “birds” that usually soared overhead.43  

 In 1963 Major General Leighton I. Davis, DoD manager for manned spaceflight 

operations at Cape Canaveral, began a campaign to preserve and share the Cape’s 

heritage with the public. As the nation advanced its efforts in space, the Cape’s historic 

launch pads were being demolished to build launch facilities for larger, more powerful 

missiles. On November 18 Davis established a committee to create a museum dedicated 

to “the pioneers of rocketry and  

 
                                                
42 Tim Hollis, Wish You Were Here: Classic Florida Motel and Restaurant Advertising (Gainesville, FL: 
University Press of Florida, 2011), 7.  
43 Air Force Missile Test Center, Patrick Air Force Base, “Visit the Missile Display,” undated brochure 
(before 1963), Air Force Space and Missile Museum online, accessed October 1, 2017, 
http://afspacemuseum.org/patrick/Brochure.pdf. “Patrick Air Force Base,” Air Force Space and Missile 
Museum online, accessed October 1, 2017, http://afspacemuseum.org/patrick/. 
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Figure 2.10. Missile Display in front of the Technical Laboratory, Patrick Air Force Base, 1966. 
Courtesy Florida Memory Project Online, State Library and Archives of Florida 

 

space whose work and vision raised men’s eyes from the Earth to the stars.”  Davis 

installed Harry Sands, vice commander of the Air Force Eastern Test Range, as head of 

the committee.  Sands had been thinking about a space museum since 1961.  When the 

committee was formed, Sands appointed Major Robert White, range community affairs 

officer, as his assistant.44  Over the next seven years Sands and White worked to bring the 

museum to life.    

The museum idea was positively received across the U.S. Air Force, from 

Washington to Wright-Patterson AFB, home of the National Museum of the United 
                                                
44 Gordon Patterson, “Missiles as Artifacts: The Creation of the Air Force Space and Missile Museum,” The 
Florida Historical Quarterly 78, no. 1 (Summer 1999): 23, 26, 28. 
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States Air Force. When Sands and White solicited objects for display, Cape personnel 

were forthcoming with materials from their workspaces.  NASA, however, was less 

cooperative, denying Sands and White’s request for a Mercury spacecraft and preventing 

them from siting the museum at launch complex 5/6, which NASA used for its Mercury 

launches and which it continued to lease from the USAF.  USAF interpreted this 

resistance as an indication that NASA would develop its own commemorative display.  

The museum finally opened on August 28, 1966 in an anonymous office building on the 

outskirts of Air Force Station.45  Today the Sands Space and History Center, as it is 

known, shares a parking lot with SpaceX, Elon Musk’s private space exploration 

company.  Here the past, present, and future of spaceflight are compressed into a single 

acre. 

While the museum was under development, Major General Davis was eager to 

share the history of the Cape with the public. In December 1963 he announced that the 

Air Force Station would welcome motorists every Sunday from 1 to 4 pm for a self-

guided drive-through tour of the U.S. Air Force’s launch facilities. “It’s likely that many 

televised pro football games will be missed this Sunday,” the Kennedy Space Center 

employee newsletter explained to its readers, “when the gates of Cape Kennedy [as the 

AFS was known] will be opened to the public.”46  As expected, the tour was immensely 

popular.  Over 400,000 people in 100,000 private automobiles viewed the Cape in the 

first year of public access.  Single-day visitation ranged from a low of 500 to a high of 

4,000.47  Stops were not permitted, though visitors were welcome to photograph the 

                                                
45 Patterson, “Missiles as Artifacts,” 23-45. 
46 “Gen. L. I. Davis Chosen to Command Industrial College,” Missileer 6, no. 20 (May 26, 1967), 1. “Cape 
Opens for Sunday Drive-Thru,” Spaceport News 2, no. 50, (December 12, 1963), 1, KSCA.  
47 National Park Service, “Prospectus for a Visitor Services Program,” 79-80. 
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facilities from the road. On their counterclockwise circuit around the Cape motorists 

viewed numerous launch pads, including those used for NASA missions. Highlights 

included Pad 5, the launch site of Alan Shepard’s flight, and Complex 14, the launch site 

for the Gemini program.48  Other landmarks included launch pads for the Redstone, 

Jupiter, Thor, Centaur, Atlas, Titan, and Saturn rockets, the workhorses of NASA and 

DoD’s space programs.   

 

VII. “Tiger” at the Gates 

Concurrent to the opening of the Air Force Station, parties inside and outside of 

NASA made plans to welcome visitors to the John F. Kennedy Space Center.  Olin 

“Tiger” Teague was the catalyst for public access to the Moonport. A longtime 

Republican representative from Texas, Teague served as chair of the Subcommittee on 

Manned Space Flight of the House Committee on Science and Astronautics. He took 

great interest in the space program and executed his duties with enthusiasm, traveling 

often to NASA installations for official meetings or to unofficially observe progress. 

Teague promoted the space agency wherever possible, even suggesting in 1961 the 

creation of space exhibit in Washington, DC “so that visitors to the Capitol might have a 

chance to learn more about our Nation’s space program.”49 

At some point in spring 1963, Teague compiled, commissioned, or received a 

copy of a nearly 50-page report outlining the major arguments for and against the Moon 

landing program, as expressed by public intellectuals, scientists, and elected leaders. And 

                                                
48 “Sunday ‘Open House’ Cape Tours Prove Popular to Tourists, Natives Alike,” Spaceport News 3, no. 2 
(January 9, 1964): 2, KSCA. 
49 Paul G. Dembling to Olin E. Teague, August 21, 1961, Olin E. Teague Congressional Collection, Subject 
Files, Box 34, Folder 25A-9, Cushing Memorial Library and Archives, Texas A&M University, College 
Station, TX.   
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in December of that year a document titled “Attitudes Toward the Moon Race Among 

Opinion Leaders and the General Public” crossed his desk. Grumman Aircraft 

Engineering Corporation, one of NASA’s prime contractors, had commissioned the study 

from Fuller & Smith & Ross Inc. In these reports and in the correspondence from his 

constituents, Teague observed with alarm America’s growing ambivalence about 

spaceflight and Project Apollo, in particular.  

The most common concern was the cost of the lunar landing program. As NASA 

began preparations in earnest, Congress more than doubled the agency’s budget from 

$1.7 billion in 1962 to $3.7 billion in 1963.50 At that time the total estimated cost for the 

program was $20 to 40 billion.51 Dwight D. Eisenhower, the former president who signed 

NASA into existence, stated: “I have never believed that a spectacular dash to the moon, 

vastly deepening our debt, is worth the added tax burden that it will eventually impose on 

our citizens.”52 Many of those citizens agreed. Mr. William Brown, Sr. of Dallas, Texas, 

expressed to Teague his concern that “a bunch of half-cracked scientists... are taking the 

American Tax Payer for a ride that amounts to a Racket.” “This business of going to the 

Moon or other lunar planets,” he continued, “is a bunch of bunk and just another wild 

idea to spend and spend and create fat jobs for dreamers. I doubt that many of these boys, 

if honest, think they will get to the Moon in the next thousand years.”53 Also writing from 

                                                
50 Budget figures from The Apollo-Spacecraft—A Chronology, Volumes I-IV (Washington, DC: National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration, 1969, 1973, 1978), accessed November 1, 2017, 
https://history.nasa.gov/SP-4029/Apollo_18-16_Apollo_Program_Budget_Appropriations.htm#_ftnref1. 
51 US News and World Report, “An American on the Moon—A $20 Billion Boondoggle?” August 20, 
1962, 52-53, Olin E. Teague Congressional Collection, Subject Files, Box 34, Folder 25A-10, TAMU.  
52 Dwight D. Eisenhower, March 29, 1963, quoted in “Teague Report,” Olin E. Teague Congressional 
Collection, Subject Files, Box 37, Folder 55B-8, TAMU.  
53 William. W. Brown, Sr. to Olin E. Teague, April 25, 1963, Olin E. Teague Congressional Collection, 
Subject Files, Box 37, Folder 90B-12, TAMU.  



107 
 

Dallas, J.W. Little remarked, “The way they are squandering the money in Washington is 

disgusting and everyone is really sick about it.”54  

Critics deemed many causes more worthy of federal support than Project Apollo. 

According to the Grumman study, “fully two-thirds of these respondents would rather 

have the money spent on what they consider more important projects such as health, 

education and welfare.”55 As public opinion polls of the era bear out, this figure would 

not drop below 50% (and then, only barely) until the time of the first Moon landing.56  

Teague’s colleague, Congressperson Chet Holifield (D-California), felt that “funds could 

be better spent for more schools, homes and hospitals.”57 Dr. Warren Weaver, former 

president of the Rockefeller Foundation, calculated exactly how $20 billion could be 

spent to improve education and medicine in the United States. An expenditure of this 

magnitude, Weaver suggested, could support a ten percent raise in salary for every 

teacher in the country, 50,000 seven-year fellowships for scientists and engineers, 100 

$10 million grants to colleges, and $100 million in seed money each for 10 new medical 

schools, plus the construction of universities in every United Nations member state.58  

The public also reacted against the high allocation of human resources, viewing 

Project Apollo as a national “brain drain.” Senator J. William Fulbright (D-Arkansas) 

said in a 1964 speech that he found it “strange that in a world which bears an intolerable 
                                                
54 J.W. Little to Olin E. Teague, April 30, 1963, Olin E. Teague Congressional Collection, Subject Files, 
Box 37, Folder 90B-12, TAMU.  
55 Fuller & Smith & Ross Inc., “Attitudes Toward the Moon Race Among Opinion Leaders and the General 
Public: An Exploratory Study Conducted for Grumman Aircraft Engineering Corporation,” November 
1963, 19, Record Group 255, National Aeronautics and Space Administration, Office of the Director, Box 
36, E. 14, Folder SP-14, National Archives and Records Administration, Fort Worth, TX.  
56 Roger D. Launius, “Public Opinion Polls and Perceptions of US Human Spaceflight,” Space Policy 19 
(2003): 167.  
57 Chet Holifield, April 7, 1963, excerpt from “Washington Report,” quoted in “Allocation of Resources 
and Sociological Aspects: Criticism,” “Teague Report,” Olin E. Teague Congressional Collection, Subject 
Files, Box 37, Folder 55B-8, TAMU.    
58 Warren Weaver, quoted in “Allocation of Resources and Sociological Aspects: Criticism,” “Teague 
Report,” Olin E. Teague Congressional Collection, Subject Files, Box 37, Folder 55B-8, TAMU.  
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burden of hunger, disease, poverty and animosity… we should devote so many of the best 

minds… to achieve a landing on the moon, where, to my knowledge, no solutions to our 

problems await us.”59 Similarly, UN Under Secretary and 1950 Nobel Peace Prize 

recipient Ralph Bunche observed “a crying need for intensive application of science and 

funds to problems like food and water supply, over-population, mental health and the 

control of cancer and heart disease” instead of a Moon landing.60  

In addition to the belief that Project Apollo was siphoning resources from more 

pressing earthly problems, members of the scientific community questioned whether the 

lunar surface would or could yield valuable knowledge. Dr. Philip Abelson, editor of 

Science magazine, stated in an April 1963 editorial that “most of the interesting questions 

concerning the moon can be studied by electronic devices” such as satellites and lunar 

landers.61 Eminent chemist Linus Pauling was confident that “scientific discovery will be 

very small compared to putting that money into several other fields such as medical 

research and other scientific research.”62  

 In August 1962 U.S. News and World Report ran an article titled “An American 

on the Moon—A $20 Billion Boondoggle?” The magazine wondered if the program 

would turn “into a fantastic waste of resources.”63 A respondent to the Grumman survey 

said, “I don’t know what we would gain specifically [from the Moon landing]. My first 

thinking is that would gain only propaganda value” in the ideological conflict with the 

                                                
59 J. William Fulbright, May 4, 1963 speech, quoted in “Teague Report,” Olin E. Teague Congressional 
Collection, Subject Files, Box 37, Folder 55B-8, TAMU.  
60 Ralph Bunche, speech, May 5, 1963, quoted in “Teague Report,” Olin E. Teague Congressional 
Collection, Subject Files, Box 37, Folder 55B-8, TAMU.  
61 Philip Abelson, “Manned Lunar Landing,” Science 140, no. 3564 (April 19, 1963): 267. Quoted in 
“Teague Report,” Olin E. Teague Congressional Collection, Subject Files, Box 37, Folder 55B-8, TAMU.  
62 Linus Pauling, speech, May 5, 1963, quoted in “Teague Report,” Olin E. Teague Congressional 
Collection, Subject Files, Box 37, Folder 55B-8, TAMU.  
63 US News and World Report, “An American on the Moon,” 52-53. 
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Soviet Union. But Fuller & Smith & Ross Inc. concluded that “there is a general feeling 

that any gains derived from ‘beating the Russians to the moon’ will be short-lived, and 

hardly worth the tremendous investments called for in the current budget.”64 

   A much less common yet no less noteworthy critique of the lunar exploration 

program was made on religious grounds. “The Bible says, that part of the Heavens 

belongs to God (Psalms 115:15-16),” wrote G.C. Lawson to Teague, “and I think we are 

dabling [sic] with God’s business as we try to put a man on the Moon. The Earth God 

gave to the children of men, and it seems that in the most part we have made a mess of 

it.”65   

As chair of the House Subcommittee overseeing NASA’s appropriations hearings, 

Teague read these objections as serious threats to the space agency’s lunar landing 

program. Believing, in the words of a colleague, “that the more people knew about the 

[space] program and its goals, the more they would support it,” he considered 

opportunities to educate—and indoctrinate—the public on the value of the American 

space program.66 Traveling often to the Kennedy Space Center on official business, 

occasionally in the company of personal guests, he witnessed the wonder the Spaceport 

inspired in his companions. On January 10, 1964 Teague wrote to NASA Administrator 

James E. Webb: 

I would like to bring up a matter which, it seems to me, is of increasing 

importance—and this the problem of permitting visitors to make a tour of the 

general Cape area and the Space Center.  There is no question that the pressures 

are growing for a more liberal policy in this respect, and to permit the average 

                                                
64 Fuller & Smith & Ross Inc., “Attitudes Toward the Moon Race,” 10.  
65 G.C. Lawson to Olin E. Teague, April 25, 1963, Olin E. Teague Congressional Collection, Subject Files, 
Box 37, Folder 90B-12, TAMU.  
66 Dr. George E. Mueller quoted in Hechler, The Endless Space Frontier, 170.  
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American to get a glimpse of what is going on at this major center of our space 

effort. Indeed, it seems to me that the Cape has already become an area of 

national interest and that if more people were permitted to visit it and see for 

themselves, our space program might receive much benefit in the way of public 

support...it seems to me that plans of this nature could be studied, produced, and 

put into operation.67 

Teague’s suggestion was quite radical at the time. NASA centers operated much like—

and were often physically adjacent to—secure military installations. Performing 

classified and sometimes dangerous work, the centers restricted access to official visitors 

only, at most hosting an annual open house for the local community. That Cape 

Canaveral Air Force Station had opened to the public was encouraging, but by no means 

set a precedent.  

Furthermore, the level of activity at the Merritt Island Launch Area was unsafe for 

visitors. Construction of the Moonport was underway six days per week as NASA 

prepared the necessary facilities for its ambitious Moon landing program.  This not only 

included launch pads and blockhouses (mound-shaped spaces, similar to bunkers, from 

which launches were safely operated and observed), as well as administrative offices, 

industrial facilities, and astronaut quarters.  The most complex project was the Vertical 

Assembly Building (VAB), later renamed the Vehicle Assembly Building.68  This 

structure needed to be tall enough to mate the Apollo spacecraft to the 363-foot tall 

Saturn V rocket in a vertical launch position. At the time of its construction, it was the 

largest building in the world, encompassing 129 million cubic feet.69  An enormous 

mobile platform known was the Crawler-Transporter delivered the Apollo/Saturn 

                                                
67 Olin E. Teague to James E. Webb, January 10, 1964, Olin E. Teague Congressional Collection, Subject 
Files, Box 40, Folder 90B-11 (NASA: Space Symposia), TAMU.  
68 Faherty, Florida’s Space Coast, 67.  
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assembly to the launch pad, traveling along the crawlerway at one mile per hour. (Figure 

2.11) The Spaceport was in no state to receive guests.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.11. Apollo-Saturn V Exiting the Vehicle Assembly Building, 1967. 
Courtesy Florida Memory Project Online, State Library and Archives of Florida. 

 
 
 

NASA Deputy Administrator Hugh L. Dryden replied to Teague on Webb’s 

behalf. “We are all in agreement on the need to give the American public a chance to 

participate in our programs,” he said. Dryden expressed the space agency’s “intention to 

provide conducted tours, by bus, of the Merritt Island Launch Area (now Kennedy Space 

Center) when our facilities there become sufficiently operational to have visitors.”70 

Some time prior, KSC Director Kurt Debus had considered a visitor program, and even 

went so far as to review traffic studies in anticipation of redirecting Florida’s residents 

                                                
70 “Bus Tour Chronology Described,” “NASA Spaceport Tours” issue of Orlando Sentinel (Orlando, FL), 
August 7, 1967, 6, Personal Collection of Jonathan H. Proctor.  
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and tourists towards a public interpretation program at KSC.71 Yet nothing came of this 

initial inquiry.  Public access to the Moonport was ultimately negotiated in the House 

Committee on Science and Astronautics Hearings on the 1965 NASA budget, held in 

spring 1964. During the appropriations hearing, Teague earmarked $1 million for the 

construction of visitor facilities at the space center.  

 

VIII. “Welcome Visitors” 

The first visitor facility at KSC opened in November 1964 outside of the 

Spaceport’s West Gate on U.S. Route 1, a highly trafficked north-south thoroughfare 

running the length of Brevard County. Inside the small “Information Trailer,” 

“guardettes” from the Wackehnhut security company hosted 40 to 50 curious passersby 

daily. (Figure 2.12) They explained the Center’s mission, provided progress updates on 

Spaceport construction, and distributed informational brochures. The modest displays  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.12. Information Trailer outside Kennedy Space Center, 1964. Photograph from Spaceport News. 

Courtesy Kennedy Space Center Archives. 
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included wall-mounted descriptions and photographs of activities at the Merritt Island 

Launch Complex as well as a topographical model of the space center. “Guardette” 

Nancy Conken reported in Spaceport News, the KSC employee newsletter, that the 

visitors “are all amazed at what is being done here, and they’re all sincerely interested. 

When I tell them we are planning escorted bus tours in about 18 months, many of them 

express interest in returning to take advantage of it.”72   

Before NASA began its bus tour program, it tested visitor access through Sunday 

self-guided drive-through tours modeled after the USAF program.  Driving tours at the 

Spaceport proved viable in the summer of 1964 when the Protocol Office, responsible for 

VIP tours, permitted families of employees to view the facilities on weekends.73 

Inaugurated on January 3, 1965, visitors were welcome each Sunday, the only break in 

construction, from 1 to 4 pm.  Entering at Gate 3, visitors received from security guards a 

brochure with a map of the tour route, including the Industrial Area, Launch Complex 39, 

and the VAB.74 (Figure 2.13) Titled “See Your Spaceport,” not “America’s Spaceport” or 

“the Spaceport of the Free World,” as KSC was sometimes called, the guide invited 

visitors to take ownership of the activities on site. Photography was encouraged, but 

stopping was not permitted. Approximately 2,000 people toured the space center each 

weekend, many of whom returned home to proudly tuck blurry images of the Kennedy 

Space Center into their photo albums. 

 

                                                
72 “New Tourist Information Trailer Proves Popular,” Spaceport News 3, no. 50 (December 10, 1964), 2, 
KSCA. 
73 Faherty, Florida’s Space Coast, 51.  
74 NASA, “See Your Spaceport” brochure, ca. 1966, JHP. “Merritt Island Tours to Begin This Saturday,” 
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Figure 2.13. Cover of “See Your Spaceport,” Guide for Public Drive-Through Tours, ca, 1965. 

Courtesy Jonathan H. Proctor. 
 

 Around the time that the Information Trailer opened NASA began planning a 

permanent visitor facility. In fall 1964 Dr. George E. Mueller, Associate Administrator 

for Manned Space Flight, requested the National Park Service (NPS) conduct a study on 

the feasibility of a visitor center at the Kennedy Space Center.75  The NPS was a logical 

choice for this task—every year it facilitated access for millions of visitors to the nation’s 

parks and historic sites. As Teague explained in the appropriations hearings earlier that 

year, “The public interest in the Kennedy Space Center is now of such proportions and of 
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such a nature as to place the Cape almost in the category of a national monument or 

park.”76 

 The NPS team, comprised of experts in “architecture, audiovisual 

communications, exhibit presentation, and interpretive planning,” assessed the Moonport 

during the first two months of 1965.  It reported its findings as “Prospectus for a Visitor 

Services Program at the John F. Kennedy Space Center, NASA, Merritt Island, Florida” 

in April 1965. NPS recognized as the ultimate goal of the Visitor Information Center 

(VIC) “bringing to all the people a greater understanding of the Nation’s program for the 

peaceful exploration of space.”77  Understanding, they believed, could be fostered 

through “a sense of personal participation in mankind’s greatest challenge,” which could 

be “achieved most effectively through the visitor’s seeing at firsthand the melding of 

industry, science, and technology represented by the multitude of facilities and human 

activities at the Space Center.”78  To that end the researchers suggested an exhibition 

space in combination with a guided bus tour of the Moonport.  Both programs would 

present the history of the Kennedy Space Center; highlight the scale and complexity of 

operations at the space center, with special care to describe processes not visible to the 

visitor; and “convey the human aspect of the space program.”79 

NPS specifically recommended against turning the VIC into a traditional 

museum.  “The center should not function solely as a repository for objects of the 

commemoration of historic events,” the researchers advised. “The goal here is the 

                                                
76 Hechler, The Endless Space Frontier, 170.  
77 National Park Service, “Prospectus for a Visitor Services Program,” i.  
78 Ibid., 56.  
79 Ibid., 13.  
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visitors’ awareness of today’s historic moment.”80 The VIC would include exhibits on the 

activities and achievements at the Moonport, demonstrations of the scientific principles 

of spaceflight, and lectures on “spin-off” technologies—commercial products originally 

developed for use in the space program.  

“A basic tenet of interpretation,” explained the report’s authors, “is that the most 

meaningful experience for a visitor involves contact with the real thing.”  NPS 

recommended the exhibition of as much authentic space hardware as possible. The bus 

tour would be “of paramount importance” in revealing that space hardware in situ.81  

NPS researchers suggested four primary tour stops: the Industrial Area (including a 

glimpse into the Operation and Checkout Building and a walk-through of the Parachute 

Building); an overlook of Launch Complex 39, Launch Complex 39 (including VAB and 

launch area), and finally Launch Pad 39A (from which the Apollo missions would depart 

for the Moon).82   

 One of the primary objectives of interpretation was the humanization of the space 

program.  “From the astronaut to the carpenter,” the report explained, “the efforts and 

skills of individuals and organizations build to one massive effort. It is likely that, for 

much of the time, the visitor will see vast but apparently dormant facilities. Yet, even at 

these times, thousands of men and women are working to fulfill the mission.”83 The 

guides should emphasize these workers’ stories throughout their tours, and efforts should 

also be made to humanize the inanimate.  Describing the opportunity to display 
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81 Ibid., 12. 
82 Ibid., 59-62.  
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spacecraft and rockets outside the VIC, the researchers invited NASA “to exploit the 

esthetics and ‘personalities’ of objects that have previously been mere names.”84  

  NASA fulfilled this recommendation to humanize the space program in two 

ways. First, it engaged space workers and educators in live demonstrations and lectures 

on societal benefits of spaceflight. Second, the space agency exhibited artwork from the 

NASA Art Program in the VIC.85 As art historian Anne Collins Goodyear explains, the 

NASA Art Program and other federal and corporate efforts to document scientific 

endeavors through art suggest that “art was seen as an antidote to the potentially 

inhumane tendencies of science” during the Cold War.86  

 The NPS anticipated that the VIC could attract up to 15,000 visitors in a single 

day, exceeding 1 million per annum by 1972. “This ever-increasing population in the 

United States, not to mention that of the rest of the world, will have an increasingly high 

standard of living with more leisure, and more time and money to travel. All this will 

have an impact of visitation to the NASA Space Center on Merritt Island,” explained the 

NPS researchers. A “better highway net, and an increasing interest in the manned space 

program” also contributed to these estimates.87 

The NPS based these figures on attendance numbers at two classes of comparable 

attractions. First, NPS considered local theme parks such as Silver Springs, Cypress 

Gardens, and Marineland, which attracted most tourist traffic to east central Florida, 

Second, it looked to “historical or memorial sites” in the National Park Service.  The 

latter included Independence Hall in Philadelphia, Gettysburg Battlefield in central 
                                                
84 National Park Service, “Prospectus for a Visitor Services Program,” 29.  
85 “Visitor Information Center to Tell NASA, KSC Story,” Spaceport News 6, no. 14, (July 6, 1967): 7, 
KSCA.  
86 Anne Collins Goodyear, “The Relationship of Art to Science and Technology in the United States, 1957-
1971: Five Case Studies” (PhD dissertation, University of Texas-Austin, 2002), 6. 
87 National Park Service, “Prospectus for a Visitor Services Program,” 2. 
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Pennsylvania, as well as the Lincoln Memorial and Washington Monument in 

Washington, DC, and the Statue of Liberty in New York City.88 That the NPS ranked 

NASA’s launch site among these institutions suggests that space had become an integral 

part of national identity. Both Independence Hall and Gettysburg, famous for Lincoln’s 

address and the bloody battle that inspired it, are foundational sites in the history of the 

United States, places where citizens recommit themselves to the nation and its ideals. The 

presidential memorials and Statue of Liberty are icons of freedom and democracy. So 

too, in the eyes of the NPS, did the Spaceport represent these distinctly American values.  

  Based on the recommendations in the NPS study, NASA solicited submissions 

for the design of the Visitor Information Center in July 1965.  By September five 

architectural firms sent proposals and models to NASA for review.89  In October NASA 

awarded the contract to the New York office of Welton Becket.  The announcement in 

Spaceport News described the design thusly: “offering maximum flexibility, [it] is 

modular and can be expanded without interruption to the visitor program if attendance 

requires.  Space is provided for exhibits, an auditorium, canteen, administrative offices, 

mechanical equipment, and restrooms. A major function of the structure will provide 

loading facilities for escorted bus tours of the Space Center.”90   

The VIC opened on August 1, 1967.91 (Figure 2.14) Part educational center, part 

museum, and part air-conditioned holding area for the large crowds waiting to board the 

ever-popular bus tours, it included two exhibit halls connected by a central corridor. 

Inside visitors could view flown spacecraft and spacesuits. The rocket garden behind the  
                                                
88 National Park Service, “Prospectus for a Visitor Services Program,” 91.  
89 “Architects Selected for VIC Design,” Spaceport News 4, no. 26 (July 1, 1965): 1, 4, KSCA.  
90 “VIC Design Selected,” Spaceport News 4, no. 39 (October 1, 1965): 2, KSCA.  
91 C.E. Wright, “Cape Kennedy’s New Welcome Mat,” New York Times (New York, NY), August 6, 1967, 
7-8, Record No. 014098, Folder: KSC Visitor Information Center, HQ. “VIPs to Speak at VIC Opening,” 
Spaceport News 6, no. 15 (July 20, 1967): 1, 5, KSCA.  
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Figure 2.14. Visitor Information Center with rocket garden and covered bus depot, ca. 1967. 
Courtesy Kennedy Space Center Archives. 

 

VIC was a popular spot for photographs. Families enjoyed posing next to a full scale 

model of the Lunar Module, mock-up of spacecraft, and the various rockets that launched 

them into space.     

 

IX. Ticket to the Moon(port) 

 While the Visitor Information Center was under construction, NASA moved 

forward with its proposed bus tour program. In late 1965 NASA and the USAF permitted 

joint drive-through Sunday tours of the space center and Cape, perhaps to share the 
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expense of the program.92 The overwhelming popularity of the joint tours, as evidenced 

by the crowds around the Christmas 1965 holidays, created a sense of urgency for a more 

formal tour program.93 

In April 1966 NASA let a contract for bus tours to Trans World Airlines, which 

was already operating at the Spaceport providing “general maintenance and utilities 

operations, supply operations, janitorial, fire protection and prevention, security and 

medical” services.94 Byron T. Jackson and Simon J. Burtschell managed the tours for 

TWA and KSC, respectively.  The Public Affairs Office, headed by Gordon Harris, 

oversaw the program.95  Harris said of the program, “our basic purpose is to increase the 

public understanding of the national space program through direct, personal exposure to 

the site from which manned and unmanned spacecraft are now being launched and those 

from which NASA will later launch Apollo spacecraft to the moon.”96   

Trained tour guides facilitated visitors’ personal exposure to the space program. 

TWA advertised the guide position in its employee bulletin in May 1966. According to 

the posting, the ideal applicant would have experience in customer service and “exhibit a 

high degree of tact, poise, enthusiasm and ability to deal effectively with all types of 

people individually and in large groups.”97  Jonathan H. Proctor, a two-year veteran of 

the TWA ticketing counter at the Los Angeles Airport, fit the bill.  He joined the 

inaugural corps of tour guides, including 10 TWA ticketing agents and 35 local guides. 

(Figure 2.15)  
                                                
92 “‘Combined Tour’ Opens,” Spaceport News 4, no. 45 (November 10, 1965): 1, 3, KSCA.  
93 NASA Press Release, “Tour Planning Began Years Ago.” 
94 “NASA Tour 1 Year Old July 22.” “NASA to Negotiate TWA Base Ops Pact,” Spaceport News 3, no. 7 
(February 13, 1964): 1, KSCA.  
95 “Public Bus Tours Off to Resounding Start,” Spaceport News 5, no. 29 (August 4, 1966), 1, KSCA.  
96 Dick Young, “Daily Cape Tours Begin,” Orlando Sentinel (Orlando, FL), July 22, 1966, JHP. 
97 Jonathan H. Proctor, “1966—Kennedy Space Center,” accessed May 15, 2017, 
http://jonproctor.net/1966-kennedy-space-center/. 
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Figure 2.15. Driver-escort Jon Proctor posing at the door of his tour bus, 1966.  
Courtesy Jonathan H. Proctor. 

 

“How do you convert people into two-legged walking encyclopedias of the space 

business without chilling their warm personalities?” mused one reporter in Spaceport 

News about the guide program. TWA led Proctor and his peers through an intensive 

training program that included informational films and slideshows, lectures from NASA 

personnel, and “almost literal consumption of a large volume of printed background 

material.”98 They also trained behind the wheel of a fleet of fifteen leased Greyhound 

buses.99  The guides had less than a month to become ambassadors to the nation’s space 

program, however they unexpectedly received an additional week to prepare for their 

responsibilities. Originally slated to begin on July 15, the first bus tour was delayed 

because of a nationwide airline mechanics strike, which included TWA employees.  “Of 

course no one wanted to begin the tour program with picket lines set up at the Space 

                                                
98 “Tour Guides Preparing for Visitors,” Spaceport News 5, no. 26 (June 30, 1966), 4, KSCA.  
99 “NASA Tour 1 Year Old July 22.”  
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Center entrance,” explained Proctor, “so the start-up date was pushed back a week” after 

a side deal was made at the Spaceport.100   

The morning of Friday, July 22 was unpleasantly wet.101  But summer rain did not 

deter the crowds of space enthusiasts waiting outside Gate 3 for a glimpse of NASA’s 

Moonport.  The first visitors, Mr. and Mrs. Edwin and Delaine Wilkerson of Fayetteville, 

North Carolina, planned their vacation around Florida’s newest tourist attraction. That 

morning they skipped breakfast at their hotel, arriving two hours in advance of the 8:30 

am tour.102  The Wilkersons had an opportunity to purchase tickets for one of two tour 

routes.  Tour A traversed 30 miles of the Space Center in one and a half hours; Tour B 

traversed 60 miles through the Space Center and Cape in three hours.103  NASA did not 

charge a fee to access to the Moonport (after all, the visitors had already paid for it with 

their tax dollars), but TWA charged a small fee to offset the cost of driver-escort wages, 

leased buses, and maintenance of the fleet and facilities.104  Facilities included a parking 

lot, restrooms, a concession stand, as well as small exhibit area featuring models of the 

VAB and launch complex, and outdoor displays of rockets and spacecraft.105   

While on the tour, visitors rode in air conditioned buses while listening to a pre-

recorded narration of space center history and operations. 106 The recording included 

sound clips from President Lyndon B. Johnson, members of the astronaut corps, and 

                                                
100 Jonathan H. Proctor, “1966—Kennedy Space Center.”  
101  Young, “Daily Cape Tours Begin.” 
102 “Young Carolina Pair Line Up 1st for Tour,” “NASA Spaceport Tours” edition of Orlando Sentinel 
(Orlando, FL), August 7, 1967, 10, JHP. “Public Bus Tours Off to Resounding Start.” 
103 “Spaceport Bus Tours to Begin Tomorrow,” Spaceport News 5, no. 28 (July 21, 1966): 8, KSCA.  
104 Tickets for teens and children accompanied by adults cost $1.25 and $.50, respectively. Adults paid 
$1.75 for Tour A and $2.50 for Tour B. Ibid. 
105 “Gate 3 Provides Attractions for the Entire Family,” Spaceport News 5, no. 38 (December 8, 1966), 7, 
KSCA.  
106 Ling-Temco-Vought (LTV), public affairs contractor, produced the script. Broadcaster Charles Shaw 
recorded the narration. “Government-Industry Team Launches Tours,” “NASA Spaceport Tours” edition of 
Orlando Sentinel (Orlando, FL), August 7, 1967, 2, JHP.  
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other space workers.107  The driver-escort was on hand to answer questions while en 

route as well as at the two designated stops at Launch Complex 39 and inside the 

VAB.108  Tour B included an extra stop at Launch Complex 5/6 at the Cape, site of the 

Mercury launches. NASA transformed the blockhouse into a small museum where 

visitors could learn about launch operations and view the hardware behind “lift off.”  

Like the drive-through tours, the bus tour program was exceedingly popular.  On 

the first day TWA requisitioned six additional buses to accommodate the crowds and 

though over 1,500 visitors, including a little league team from southern Brevard, made it 

through the gates, many more were unable to get into the Moonport.109  TWA and NASA 

did not expend much energy or money advertising the bus tour program, though 

newspapers across the country picked up the story. In response to the media coverage, a 

TWA employee explained that they received “a good bit of mail and a number of 

telephone calls,” including nearly fifty long distance calls.  The 200-plus letters were 

postmarked from places as diverse as New York, the District of Columbia, North 

Carolina, as well as the Midwest and Ontario, Canada.110  Within the first year of 

operation, NASA bus tours served almost half a million guests, approximately fifty 

percent of whom had learned about the tours through the recommendations of friends and 

family.111  Attendance doubled between 1968 and 1969 (the year of the first Moon 

landing) when attendance peaked at 1.14 million visitors.112   

 

                                                
107 Newspaper article without title or date, JHP.  
108 “KSC Bus Tours Planned,” Spaceport News 5, no. 18, (May 5, 1966), 2, KSCA. 
109 Dick Young, “1,547 Tour Cape by Bus,” Orlando Sentinel (Orlando, FL), July 23, 1966, JHP.  
110 “Crowd Expected for Tour,” Cocoa Tribune (Cocoa, Florida), ca. July 1966, JHP. 
111 “NASA Tour 1 Year Old July 22.” “Citizens of World Get Space Message on Tours,” Spaceport News 
8, no. 20 (September 26, 1969), 6, KSCA. 
112 “1971 VIC Tours Top Million Mark,” Spaceport News 11, no. 1, (January 13, 1972), 2, KSCA. 
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X. Visitor Voices  

NASA solicited visitor responses to the Moonport tours and VIC through 

comment cards distributed at the exit.  The cards collected geographic information, group 

composition, a check box indicating how the visitor learned about the Moonport 

attraction, and also included a blank space for unprompted feedback.113  While the cards 

have not been preserved (to my knowledge), some of their content was recorded 

elsewhere, including Spaceport News and the official TWA press kit for the Project 

Apollo.  The curated presentation of visitor feedback in these documents hints at NASA’s 

motivations for creating and sustaining a visitor program wholly unrelated to its primary 

objective of space exploration.   

The voices NASA chose to amplify among American visitors fall into five 

categories. In terms of increasing frequency they are: sense of national pride, interesting 

and educational experience, feeling that the space program is “real,” the importance for 

children to learn about the nation’s space program, and taxpayer validation.  Individual 

comments included sentiments from one or more categories. In one form or another, 

visitors echoed the words of one New Yorker: seeing the Spaceport “makes one proud to 

be an American.”114 

Visitors often remarked that the Moonport visitor programs were “interesting and 

educational.”  The frequency with which the visitors paired those adjectives is 

remarkable. For example, a Yonkers, New York, resident noted: “The tour was very 

interesting and educational. The fact that this whole enterprise is operated by the 

                                                
113 NASA News Release, “Comment Cards,” Apollo 11 Press Packet (July 1969), 1, Record No. 012980, 
Folder: Kennedy Space Center, Florida, HQ. 
114 “No Porpoises or Skiing Girls, but VIC Big Tourist Attraction,” Spaceport News 8, no. 7 (March 27, 
1969): 3, KSCA. 
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government (like one of our National Monuments) with reasonable prices and a minimum 

of commercialism is both refreshing and helpful.”115  Someone from Hartford, South 

Dakota, wrote: “We felt this was the most interesting and educational place we visited. It 

was a real privilege to be able to see where history is made. It was beyond compare. 

Thank you.”116 

The bus tour rendered the space program real for some visitors.  “I like the fact 

that it brings the Space Age very close to you,” said one Ohio man, which “makes it very 

real. It’s a three-dimensional thing instead of just reading about it.”117 Many people could 

not fathom the scale and complexity of the operation at the Spaceport. A resident of 

Wisconsin reflected, “We couldn’t believe the vastness of it until we saw it.”118 

Lawrence Brown, the 100,000th bus tour customer noted that “It’s hard to comprehend 

the size of an operation like this when you see it in the newspapers or on TV, but to see it 

firsthand you really have an appreciation for the enormity of the whole operation.”119  

Similarly, a resident of Baltimore, Maryland felt “TV and radio coverage will be easy to 

follow after viewing your equipment and hearing all the information.”120 Eighteen-year-

old Carolyn Siegel of Philadelphia agreed.  Visitors perceived the “realness” of the 

Moonport as providing context for their engagement with the space program at home. 

Visitors agreed that children should learn about the space program.  Many people 

traveled to the Moonport as a family unit, evidenced by the spikes in attendance during 

school holidays and summer vacation.121  Parents from Waterloo, Wisconsin lamented 

                                                
115 “No Porpoises or Skiing Girls, but VIC Big Tourist Attraction.” 
116 NASA News Release, “Comment Cards,” 2. 
117 “Public Bus Tours Off to Resounding Start.” 
118 “No Porpoises or Skiing Girls, but VIC Big Tourist Attraction.” 
119 “100,000th Visitor Impressed,” Spaceport News 5, no. 34, (October 13, 1966): 3, KSCA.  
120  NASA News Release, “Comment Cards,” 4. 
121 “300,000th Visitor Here,” Spaceport News 6, no. 7 (March 30, 1967): 8, KSCA. 
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that their children did not travel with them to the space center. “We thoroughly enjoyed 

our bus tour through NASA,” they explained. “We found it very educational. We were 

sorry our children weren’t with us on our vacation and missed the tour.”122  These parents 

surely shared their newfound knowledge upon return home, just as many teachers shared 

their lessons back in the classroom.  Mrs. Gail Brown noted, “I was mainly impressed by 

the information presented, especially the facts on the Saturn rocket. I’m a teacher and this 

gives me a better understanding to discuss it with my children.”123  Following the passage 

of the 1958 National Defense Education Act, science lessons took on greater significance. 

Space science, in particular, seemed tied to the fate of the nation.  

The most common comment from visitors, as reported by TWA and NASA, 

related to taxpayer validation.  A newspaper article on the opening of the bus tour 

program heralded the program as an “opportunity for the taxpayer to drop by to wave a 

greeting to his money on a daily basis.”124  Mr. Edwin Wilkerson, the first bus tour guest, 

certainly felt a need to “see where my money was going and to what use it is being 

put.”125 Both he and his wife, and many others, were pleased with the outcome.  A visitor 

from Muncie, Indiana was blunter: “I was always thinking that I pay too much taxes, but 

I have decided to change my mind. Thank you.” “The tour was marvelous, exclaimed a 

visitor from Chicago, “it removes all doubt anyone might have about the necessity for a 

complete American Space Program.”126  For some visitors, a glimpse inside the space 

center was enough to justify the program’s multibillion-dollar budget. 

                                                
122  NASA News Release, “Comment Cards,” 4. 
123 “100,000th Visitor Impressed.”  
124 “Area Was Once Swamp,” unknown newspaper (1966), 8, JHP. 
125 “Public Bus Tours Off to Resounding Start.”  
126   NASA News Release, “Comment Cards,” 1-2. 
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The Moonport welcomed foreign tourists, too.  Within three months of operation, 

people from over 53 nations had visited the space center.  According to Spaceport News, 

“KSC is the prime site where Mr. and Mrs. World Citizen come to see firsthand the 

wonders of the space age.” The openness of “the free world’s only operational spaceport” 

to citizens of all nations, including the Soviet Union, was most certainly a reaffirmation 

of American values of transparency and democracy in the ideological battle of the Cold 

War.127   

International guests expressed gratitude, pride, and general well wishes and 

congratulations upon viewing the Spaceport. A group from Indonesia noted, “The entire 

experience makes us grateful for those who make this program possible, and very proud 

of America.”128  Visitors from Johannesburg, South Africa and Brisbane, Australia 

wished NASA “God’s speed” and success.129  Others recognized space exploration as a 

quintessentially American pursuit. “Friends from New York City, knowing we were 

going to Florida, wrote us to say your Space Center Tour was the most exciting 

experience in the U.S. today,” explained a group from Toronto, Canada. “That was the 

understatement of the year.”130  Said Mrs. Frost of Santiago, Chile, “The visit to Cape 

Kennedy and the Spaceport made our trip to America complete.”131 Visitors from near 

and far agreed with the NPS that the Spaceport belonged in the pantheon of American 

heritage sites.  

 

 
                                                
127 “Citizens of World Get Space Message on Tours.” 
128   NASA News Release, “Comment Cards,” 1. 
129 “Citizens of World Get Space Message on Tours.” 
130  NASA News Release, “Comment Cards,” 3. 
131 “Spaceport Tours Attract Scores of Foreign Visitors,” Spaceport News 5, no. 31 (September 1, 1966): 8, 
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128 
 

XI. “Big Wigs Back Astronaut Trail” 

  The volume of tourists arriving at KSC was impossible to ignore. Civic leaders 

and enterprising business people recognized launch and space center tourism as an 

untapped financial opportunity. Keen to diversify the local economy, which was largely 

dependent on defense and space spending, county leaders organized to formalize the 

tourism industry in Brevard.132  

Since the early 19th century Florida had been a top destination for American 

leisure travelers. The state’s warm and humid climate, ocean and gulf access, and 

subtropical flora and fauna attracted wealthy travelers in search of relaxation and 

recreation. When Florida connected to the national railway network in the late 19th 

century, mass transit begat mass tourism. St. Augustine, the oldest city in the United 

States (established 1565), was an early haven for these rail tourists. Thanks to the vision 

of oil baron Henry Flagler, who connected this coastal town to the main rail lines and 

constructed grand lodgings in the Ponce de Leon Hotel, a tourism industry flourished on 

the northern stretch of Florida’s Atlantic coastline. The Second World War provided a 

second boom of Florida tourism. GIs who had trained in the Sunshine State, often 

bunking in its bounty of hotels, returned to Florida as veterans to vacation with their 

families. Postwar governors Fuller Warren (1949-1953) and C. Farris Bryant (1961-

1965), in particular, did much to advance tourism across the state.133 

 Brevard County had never been a major tourist destination, yet through space 

center tourism, vacationers began visiting in the tens and hundreds of thousands. In the 

                                                
132 Art Maier, “Cocoa CofC Asked to Be First Donor,” Orlando Evening Star (Orlando, FL), February 9, 
1966, 10. 
133 For a history of Florida tourism, see Tracy Revels, Sunshine Paradise: A History of Florida Tourism 
(Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2011). 
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summer of 1964 county leaders formed a countywide non-profit organization called the 

Astronaut Trail Association (ATA) specifically aimed at “tying the lesser-known 

attractions of the area with the internationally known Cape Kennedy image.”134  (Figure 

2.16) 

 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.16. Cartoon of the Astronaut Trail Association with Gemini spacecraft rendezvousing in Earth 
orbit, ca. 1966. Originally printed in the Brevard Sentinel. Courtesy Orlando Sentinel. 

 

The Brevard Sentinel announced the formation of this group with an article titled 

“Big Wigs Back Astronaut Trail.” The inaugural board was comprised of Brevard’s best.  

Percy Hedgecock, mayor of Satellite Beach, served as president, supported by first vice 

president Ed Kittles, district commissioner, and second vice president Bob Murkshe, 

mayor of Cocoa Beach.  Cecil Platt, West Melbourne councilperson, was treasurer and 

                                                
134 Maier, “Cocoa CofC Asked to Be First Donor.” 
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Maurice Roy, Rockledge councilperson and assistant county tax assessor, served as 

secretary.  Together these men would “use the space age motif to lure tourists” from the 

Spaceport in the north of the county south towards other attractions along a 150-mile 

route known as the Astronaut Trail.135  

“The need for... an organization to attract tourists to the area has become 

increasingly apparent,” Murske told the press in August 1965.136  Earlier that year 

multiple sources suggested that the space program would attract exponentially increasing 

numbers of tourists in the remainder of the decade.  Three factors influenced these 

projections.  First, the space agency’s human spaceflight program had entered its second 

phase, Project Gemini. Between March and August 1965, NASA launched three Gemini 

missions, each of which attracted larger and larger crowds.137  Newspapers estimated that 

launch crowds would continue to grow throughout the decade in anticipation of the 

Apollo Moon landing, with estimates of up to one million for the “Moon shot” itself. 

Second, NASA planned to expand public access to the Kennedy Space Center. In 

the fall of 1964 KSC opened an “Information Trailer” outside its West Gate, and by early 

1965 welcomed visitors for Sunday self-guided drive-through tours of the Spaceport.138  

Within the first six months of this program, over 50,000 motorists had viewed the launch 

complex, with an average attendance of 2,000 visitors each weekend.139 These figures 

suggested that the proposed bus tour program and Visitor Information Center would also 

                                                
135 “Hedgecock Heads Up Astronaut Trail Group,” Orlando Evening Star (Orlando, FL), October 1, 1965, 
7. “Big Wigs Back Astronaut Trail,” Brevard Sentinel (Brevard County, FL), August 4, 1964, 3. 
“Association Asks Support,” Orlando Sentinel (Orlando, FL), February 2, 1966, 3. 
136 “Big Wigs Back Astronaut Trail.” “Joint City Tourist Venture Abrewing,” Orlando Sentinel (Orlando, 
FL), August 27, 1965, 13. 
137 Dates and crews for the Gemini 3, 4, and 5 missions were, respectively, March 23, 1965 (Gus Grissom 
and John Young), June 3-7, 1965 (James McDivitt and Ed White), and August 21-29, 1965 (Gordon 
Cooper and Pete Conrad). 
138 “New Tourist Information Trailer Proves Popular.”  “Merritt Island Tours to Begin This Saturday.” 
139 “50,000th Visitor Sees Spaceport Attractions,” Spaceport News 4, no. 24, (June 17, 1965): 1, 4, KSCA. 
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become popular attractions. In fact, the National Park Service estimated that by 1970 

KSC could attract between 2.5 and 3.2 million visitors yearly.140       

Third, central Florida was on track to become one of the nation’s top vacation 

destinations. In the fall of 1964, as a mystery buyer begins to acquire thousands of acres 

of land in and around Orlando, locals speculated that Walt Disney was planning to site 

his next theme park in their community.141 Since opening in 1955, Disney’s Disneyland 

in Anaheim, California, had attracted millions of visitors from across the globe each year. 

Floridians were hopeful that Disney would prove a similar boon to their economy. The 

Astronaut Trail Association wanted to position Brevard to take advantage of this tourist 

windfall sixty miles to the west.  

 The ATA planned twenty projects throughout the county that would appeal to 

space tourists.142  The centerpiece of this plan was the 150-mile Astronaut Trail, running 

south of U.S. 1 from Titusville (near the public entrance to the Kennedy Space Center) to 

Vero Beach and north again on State Route A1A up to Cape Canaveral.143  The trail was 

intended to siphon tourists south from the Spaceport. The ATA would mark the trail with 

“24”x18” day-glow marker signs” highlighting Brevard’s space history, and advertise it 

through billboards on Florida’s Turnpike, as well as brochures distributed locally at state 

welcome centers and to chambers of commerce, and nationally at the New York World’s 

Fair, the Florida Showcase in New York, and to the American Automobile Association.  

Further advertisement would appear on television in the form of a 15-minute promotional 

film about Brevard County produced with the support of the Florida Development 

                                                
140 National Park Service, “Prospectus for a Visitor Services Program,” 7. 
141 Mitch, “Walt Disney's Florida Project: 1964-1965,” Imagineering Disney online, last modified May 12, 
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Commission, which would air on 700 American and Canadian television outlets as 

“fillers” between other programs.144  

 The ATA’s other major initiative was the construction of a “space park” on 

existing parkland south of Melbourne Beach. ATA imagined a central building housing 

displays from the aerospace industry, for example, IBM and Minneapolis-Honeywell 

Corp.  Leading up to the main entrance, ATA would arrange “two or three blocks deep of 

missiles and other space hardware now available as surplus.” The surrounding area would 

be beautifully landscaped and include a pond and picnic area.  Upon hearing the pitch, 

Brevard Commissioner Richard Muldrew said, “there is nothing in South Brevard to 

attract tourists now. Right now it’s all up North.” And after Disney opened his theme 

park, the major attractions would be further east in Osceola and Orange Counties, he 

lamented. “Once opportunities like this are gone, they’re gone,” he continued.145 

The ATA planned to finance its initiatives, like the Astronaut Trail and “space 

park,” through contributions from individuals, businesses, chambers of commerce, and 

cities. Membership was open to any party which stood to benefit from increased tourism 

in the county.  The ATA did not compete with the Chambers of Commerce, as some 

feared.  Hedgecock explained to the Chambers that the ATA will “get the tourists here” 

and, after that, “it is up to you to guide them in what they’ll do.” Getting tourists to 

Brevard was not an inexpensive operation.  ATA planned to spend $47,000 yearly on this 

task.146  
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“Space Park” never made it off the drawing board, and it is unclear if the ATA 

ever placed trail markers throughout the county. The Association abandoned those plans 

in favor of a more passive form of tourism promotion, the publication of The Astronaut 

Trail Magazine. This monthly magazine, first issued in July 1968, highlighted attractions 

and amenities in The Astronaut Trail area, “a world of sun, sand, surf, satellites and space 

exploration.”147  

 

XII. Conclusion 

Space center tourism was a key part of NASA’s public relations strategy at a 

moment when American ambivalence towards the space program threatened its plans to 

send humans to the Moon and return them safely to Earth. NASA and Teague hoped that 

the up-close-and-personal visitor experience at the Kennedy Space Center would 

transform its supporters into ambassadors for Project Apollo. They hoped for a form of 

domestic diplomacy, brokered through tourists’ photographs, souvenirs, and stories. 

Public opinion polls of the time not do indicate a warming of attitudes towards Apollo, 

however.   

Although space center tourism was not the panacea NASA hoped it would be, it 

has been a huge boon to the economy of Brevard County. From the Astronaut Trail 

Association to Florida’s Space Coast Office of Tourism, Brevard leaders continue to 

place space at the center of its county wide tourism campaigns. The legacy of Project 

Apollo is not only in the footsteps on the Moon, but in the millions of footsteps in the 

sands of Brevard because of space tourism. 

                                                
147 The Astronaut Trail Magazine 2, no. 5 (November 1969).  
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Chapter 3 
 

Making “Space City”: 
Houston’s National Space Hall of Fame 

 
I. Introduction 

On Friday, September 26, 1969, the lobby of the Albert R. Thomas Convention 

and Exhibit Center in downtown Houston buzzed with activity as the city’s most eminent 

citizens gathered to celebrate the First Annual Honors Awards Dinner of the National 

Space Hall of Fame (NSHF). Conceived more than five years earlier by Marvin Hurley, 

executive director of the Houston Chamber of Commerce, the National Space Hall of 

Fame was at last prepared to induct ten men who “made pioneering contributions of 

recognized significance to the exploration and utilization of space.”1 This grand event 

was not only a tribute to America’s astronauts and aerospace engineers, many of whom 

worked at the nearby Manned Spacecraft Center (MSC)—it was also a celebration of 

Houston’s role in the space age.  

The National Space Hall of Fame was the centerpiece of a decade-long drive by 

the growth-minded city government and Chamber of Commerce to transform Houston 

from a backwater bayou into a modern metropolis. This transition was already underway 

in 1961 when NASA announced plans to site its human spaceflight center in Houston. 

Civic leaders seized the theme of spaceflight—a globally-recognized symbol of 

modernity—as the fulcrum around which to pivot their city’s identity and economy.  

In its campaign to remake Houston as “Space City,” the Chamber brought cosmic 

character to its existing program of work. The origin of the National Space Hall of Fame 

                                                
1 National Space Hall of Fame, “Invitation to the First Annual Awards Dinner,” 1969, Texas AFL-CIO 
Records, AR 278, Series I, Box 10, Folder 10 (National Space Hall of Fame 1968-1969), Special 
Collections, University of Texas at Arlington, Arlington, TX.  
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can be found at the nexus of two of its initiatives: tourism promotion and industrial 

expansion. Well-intentioned but organizationally flawed, the NSHF went defunct within 

a year, unable to draw a crowd from among Houston’s more authentic space attractions. 

Despite the failure of the Chamber’s keystone rebranding project, Houston became 

known as “Space City” anyway. Ironically, this moniker materialized, in part, through the 

activities of prominent businessperson and Chamber antagonist, Roy Hofheinz. His 

Major League Baseball team, the Houston Astros, and their stadium, the Astrodome, 

effectively reinforced the connection between space and Houston already featured in 

daily news bulletins.    

 

II. “Host City of the South” 

Established in August 1836 along the banks of the Buffalo Bayou, the city of 

Houston quickly became an important node in the newly independent Republic of Texas. 

(Figure 3.1) Brothers August C. and John K. Allen, land prospectors from New York, 

named their town after General Sam Houston who, four months earlier defeated the 

Mexican Army in a decisive battle some twenty miles due east. The Allens were adept 

salespeople and skillfully positioned their triumphally named town into the first capital of 

the Republic.  A lack of amenities and the abundance of mud, however, inspired a hasty 

migration of the state government.2  Over the next century, the city government and 

Chamber of Commerce (founded 1840) worked to make Houston hospitable to residents 

and businesses, and later to visitors, too.     

 

 
                                                
2 David G. McComb, Houston: A History (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1981), 11-12, 16. 
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Figure 3.1. Map of Harris County, Texas, indicating future home of NASA’s Manned Spacecraft Center, 
1956. Special Collections, University of Houston Libraries.  

Courtesy University of Houston Digital Library. 
 

By 1960 the city was already a popular destination for business travelers, 

proclaiming itself “Host City of the South” thanks to its booming convention industry. 

After hosting the 1928 Democratic National Convention in temporary facilities erected 

specially for the event, the Chamber formed a Convention Department in 1930 to extend 

the utility of this resource.  Its earliest efforts included promoting the city’s convention 

facilities to professional and trade organizations.  Invariably their pitches touted the 

region’s “favorable climate,” “cooled by balmy Gulf breezes during summer months and 

warmed by Gulf air masses during the winter.”3  Although air flowing inland off the Gulf 

of Mexico kept the average yearly temperature below 70 degrees Fahrenheit, summers in 

                                                
3 “Why They Come… and Come Back,” Houston, February 1959, 60, Houston Metropolitan Research 
Center, Houston Public Library, Houston, TX. 
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Houston were oppressively hot and humid. By the start of the 1960s Houston claimed to 

be “the world’s most air-conditioned city,” which expanded its capacity to host 

conventions into the hottest months.4     

Over the years the Convention Department grew to encompass 11 subcommittees, 

which assisted convention organizers with every imaginable task, from registration to 

recreation, finance to decorations. In 1958, Houston hosted 250 conventions with 

145,000 delegates, whose expenditures topped $17 million.5  These dollars were 

dispersed across multiple sectors of the Houston economy, from the city-owned 

convention venues to the service and hospitality industries.  As the city continued to 

attract greater numbers of conventioneers, hoteliers kept pace with construction, 

expansion, and upgrades to hotel rooms and meeting spaces.  The Chamber published an 

ever-growing directory of visitor amenities, including hotels, motels, restaurants, retail 

outlets, and recreational facilities, in its annual convention-focused issue of monthly 

member magazine Houston.  

The Chamber aimed to use Houston’s existing resources for business travelers as 

a foundation for cultivating a tourism industry. By 1960 nearly 75 million Americans 

enjoyed vacations annually, spending $25 billion at motels, roadside restaurants, 

shopping malls, and attractions.6  Ten million of these travelers visited the Lone Star 

state, leaving behind nearly half a billion dollars in Texas’ coffers.7 Observing that 

“every index points to more people, more money, and more leisure time, with greater 

                                                
4 Leon Jaworski, “Two Further Steps,” Houston, February 1960, 102, Leon Jaworski Papers, Accession 
2442, Box 301, Folder 4, The Texas Collection, Baylor University, Waco, TX.  
5 “Calling the Meeting to Order,” Houston, February 1959, 54-55, HMRC.  
6 Leon Jaworski, “Let’s Meet the Challenges of the Surging ‘Sixties…,” Houston, April 1960, 11-14, 
HMRC. 
7 Leon Jaworski, “Two Further Steps,” Houston, February 1960, 102, Leon Jaworski Papers, Accession 
2442, Box 301, Folder 4, BU.   
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ease of traveling,” the Chamber of Commerce initiated a more active program of tourist 

recruitment.8 “Thar’s gold in them thar tourists,” reported the Houston Chronicle in 

January 1960, and the Chamber was ready to prospect for a piece of it.9 

In 1957 the Information Committee, responsible for publicizing the work of the 

Chamber in Houston and beyond, initiated a survey of tourism development 

organizations nationwide and in Canada.  The groups’ “costs, organization structures and 

programs” were of greatest interest.10  In response to their findings, the Information 

Committee established a Tourist Attraction Subcommittee in 1959 to chart a course for 

tourism promotion.  For the first time in the Chamber’s history, tourism was enshrined in 

its annual Program of Work.11  

The subcommittee’s first task included a comprehensive assessment of the area’s 

existing assets and liabilities.  Based on interviews with “representatives of hotels, 

motels, oil companies, airlines, travel agencies, and highway groups,” the subcommittee 

generated a list of Houston’s most exciting attractions and events, which included a zoo, 

nature trails, Gulf Coast beaches, collegiate sporting competitions, and the Fat Stock 

Show, an annual livestock show and rodeo that attracted people and bovines from across 

the state.12 Also of interest to visitors, the subcommittee believed, would be the San 

Jacinto Battleground, where General Houston defeated the Mexican Army, the Texas 

                                                
8 Marvin Hurley, speech written for James A. Clark for delivery before the Chamber of Commerce 
Convention Committee, September 26, 1960, 5, in Marvin Hurley, “1960” (unpublished), Personal 
Collection of James F. and Robin Hurley.  
9 “Chamber Starts Tourism Action,” Houston Chronicle (Houston, TX), January 15, 1960, Leon Jaworski 
Papers, Accession 2442, Box 301, Folder 4, BU.  
10 “New Top Level Tourism Group Set Up by CofC,” Your C of C at Work for You 15, no. 1 (January 
1960): 4, Leon Jaworski Papers, Accession 2442, Box 301, Folder 4, BU.  
11 Houston Chamber of Commerce, “Major Challenges and Problems Facing Houston,” 1959 Program of 
Work,  Leon Jaworski Papers, Accession 2442, Box 173, Folder 12, BU.  
12 Mason Lockwood, “Metropolitan Houston: Sightseers’ Treasure Trove,” Houston, August 1959, 72, 
HMRC. 
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Medical Center, the Port of Houston, and the region’s oil fields and refineries.  The list of 

liabilities included local liquor laws, which prevented the sale of alcoholic beverages by 

the glass, insufficient convention facilities, and limited airline service.  The subcommittee 

recommended the development of numerous attractions, such as a Disneyland-style 

amusement park, downtown observation tower, petroleum museum, and “tourist 

ranch.”13  

The subcommittee developed a guide to Houston’s attractions, and gave it the 

enticing title of “Houston Adventure Map.”  The chairs organized sites of interests into 

seven themed tours of the city and its surrounds, focusing on such adventurous categories 

as education, transportation, and industry.14  They personally drove each route, which 

originated from City Hall, recording the mileage for the convenience of motorists.15  

Markers placed along roadways further guided Houston’s adventure seekers.16  The 

subcommittee printed 5,000 copies of these colorful maps and sold them to local 

businesses that engaged with tourists.17  An empty space was reserved on the map for the 

companies to advertise their own services.   

In 1960 the promotion of tourism again appeared in the annual Program of Work, 

this time as one of the Chamber’s major objectives.  In particular, the Chamber planned 

to “increase Houston’s share in that rich [tourism] market by telling the world about this 

area’s historic and scenic attractions amid a moderate climate in a sun-surf-and-sand 

                                                
13 Marvin Hurley, Speech written for James A. Clark, 7-8. 
14 “Houston, Texas—World Gateway,” Houston, February 1961, HMRC. “Being Conventional,” Houston, 
February 1959, 5, HMRC. 
15 “Trio of Tourist Tempters,” Houston, February 1959, 65, HMRC. “Information Group Selling Houston 
‘Adventure Maps,’” Your C of C at Work for You, 15, no. 3 (April 1960): 10, Leon Jaworski Papers, 
Accession 2442, Box 301, Folder 3, BU. “Being Conventional,” 5.  
16 “Houston, Texas—World Gateway.” 
17 “Champion To Put Tourist Maps in Mail,” Houston Post (Houston, TX), July 27, 1960, Leon Jaworski 
Papers, Accession 2442, Box 301, Folder 3, BU.  
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vacationland favorable to every sport (except skiing).”18  To that end it would “organize 

and utilize the talent and resources of the community to attract more tourists, to 

encourage their prolonged visit, and to create a desire for their return to the Houston 

area.”19   

 

III. “Houston Touristry Begins with Houstonians” 

Early in 1960 Chamber president Leon Jaworski formed a Tourism Survey Panel 

to advise the Chamber’s efforts to attract leisure travelers.20 To this panel he appointed 

executives representing Houston’s oil and gas, banking, and insurance companies.21  

Recognizing the necessity of engaging the wider community in the Chamber’s quest to 

develop tourism, Jaworski invited publishers John T. Jones, Jr. (Houston Chronicle), 

Oveta Culp Hobby (Houston Post), and George Carmack (Houston Press) to participate 

in the survey.  He understood that the press would play an influential role in selling the 

Chamber’s nascent tourism campaign to the community. The panel recommended 

immediate implementation of a “long-range, area-wide program” to be carried out by a 

Tourism Action Committee (TAC).  The TAC would be responsible for identifying key 

local attractions, surveying groups already engaged in tourist promotion, and 

coordinating a coherent city-wide campaign.22 

                                                
18 “Houston: 6th Largest U.S. City!” Houston, July 1960, 15, HMRC.  
19 Marvin Hurley, “Last Word,” Houston, February 1962, 1, in Marvin Hurley, “1962” (unpublished), 
JFRH. 
20 Leon Jaworski is best known for prosecutions of Nazi war criminals, which he remembered in After 
Fifteen Years (Houston, TX: Gulf Publishing Company, 1961), and later for succeeding Archibald Cox as 
Watergate Special Prosecutor. Hurley’s daughter-in-law Robin edited Jaworski 1961 memoir.  Marvin 
Hurley, “Last Word,” 1. 
21 “Attraction Emphasis,” Houston, March 1960, 36, HMRC. 
22 Marvin Hurley, Speech written for James A. Clark, 9.  
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By April 1960 the Chamber invested James A. Clark (public relations expert) and 

James A. Wilson (vice president at United Gas Corporation) with responsibility for 

maximizing the impact of the city’s existing resources by applying them to the attraction 

of leisure travelers.23  Clark and Wilson created four subcommittees to carry out the 

work: Tourism Appraisal to rank Houston’s existing attractions and recommend “how 

these attractions can best be exploited”; Area Study to unite attractions in a coherent 

regional tourist promotion program; Personnel Orientation to train employees in retail, 

lodging, and other areas in the art of hospitality; and Tourist Promotion to “develop ideas 

for utilizing existing facilities for getting the Houston area tourist story told.”24     

From the beginning, the Tourist Action Committee engaged the community in its 

program of work, believing that “Houston Touristry Begins with Houstonians.”25  Its 

agenda emphasized “more local publicity on points of interest, special events, and 

recreational opportunities to get our own people to call these things to the attention of 

their friends and relatives” as well as publishing and disseminating information “to travel 

editors of metropolitan newspapers, and to periodicals catering to travel interests, such as 

boating and fishing magazines and sports publications.”26 

The local press was supportive of these efforts, as Jaworski had insured by 

including publishers of the city’s three leading papers in the early stages of Houston’s 

tourist development program.  In reporting on the efforts of the TAC, the Post explained 

to readers that “tourism is an industry highly prized by nations, states and many other 

municipalities” and “there is no good reason why its benefits should not be enjoyed also 

                                                
23 “People: Tour Chief,” Houston, June 1960, 32. HMRC. 
24 Marvin Hurley, Speech written for James A. Clark, 10.  
25 Photograph, “Tourist Drive Readied,” likely from Houston Press (Houston, TX), undated, Leon Jaworski 
Papers, Accession 2442, Box 301, Folder 4, BU.   
26 Marvin Hurley, Speech written for James A. Clark, 10.  
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by Houston.”  Meanwhile, the Chronicle noted that “Houston has been missing a large 

part of its share of this [tourist] business [and] there should be no further delay in 

remedying that situation.”27   

The TAC also sought to forge strategic partnerships with business leaders, 

especially in the oil and gas industry.  For example, it explored “the possibility of getting 

oil companies and others who produce Texas maps to feature more tourist material.”  It 

provided fact sheets “to encourage house organs of Houston companies or of companies 

with Houston operations to feature Houston and its attractions” in their national 

advertising campaigns.28  The first such collaboration was widely celebrated.  Beginning 

in July 1960 United Gas Corporation, of which TAC co-chair Wilson was vice president, 

ran a series of advertisements highlighting Houston’s climate, recreational activities, and 

attractions under the taglines “The Gulf South is Vacationland, too” and “Big, exciting, 

booming Houston, Tex. always attracts vacationers.”29  Said President Jaworski at the 

time, “May this be an inspiration to all Houston industries to include something of the 

story of Houston in their national advertising. I hope for a chain reaction.”30 The TAC 

approached other businesses with national advertising campaigns “to get—and keep—

Houston’s industrial, commercial, cultural and recreational advantages before the 

nation.”31  Bank of the Southwest and Ethyl Corp soon followed suit, resulting in the 

                                                
27 Quoted in Marvin Hurley, Speech written for James A. Clark, 11. 
28 Marvin Hurley, Speech written for James A. Clark, 10.  
29 “A New Dimension,” Your C of C at Work for You 15, no. 6 (June 1960): 1 and 7, Leon Jaworski Papers, 
Accession 2442, Box 301, Folder 3, BU. “Boostin’ Houston,” Houston, July 1960, Leon Jaworski Papers, 
Accession 2442, Box 301, Folder 2, BU.   
30 “Millions to See Houston’s Skyline in Full Color,” Leon Jaworski Papers, Accession 2442, Box 301, 
Folder 3, BU.  
31 “A New Dimension,” 1 and 7.  
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celebration of Houston’s hospitality in the Chicago Sunday Tribune, Life, Look, and The 

Saturday Evening Post before the year was out.32 

 

IV. “Boostin’ Houston”  

Businesses were keen to cooperate with the Chamber of Commerce because they 

understood tourism not only as an immediate infusion of cash into many sectors of the 

Houston economy, but also as a harbinger of long-term economic development.  

Reflecting on his company’s participation in the TAC advertising campaign, Eugene M. 

Cannon, Houston Division Manager of United Gas, said: “We have decided that the same 

thing that attracts the tourist also attracts industry…[and] we have decided that the best 

way to sell people on the attractions of the Gulf South is to have them come down and 

see these attractions for themselves. If we can get them here as tourists—as visitors—we 

feel that a reasonable number of them will want to come here permanently and bring their 

business here.”33  

The Houston Press explained the logic most succinctly: “To keep their people 

productive, happy, and able to lead full and satisfactory lives, industrialists want their 

plants to ‘follow the sun’ to mild climates such as we have here where outdoor 

recreations can be enjoyed all year.”34  This perspective belies the reality of industrial 

relocation, which Jefferson Cowie reveals in his study of the Radio Corporation of 

                                                
32 “A New Dimension,” 1 and 7. “Houston-Boostin’ Ads,” Houston, September 1960, Leon Jaworski 
Papers, Accession 2442, Box 301, Folder 2, BU. 
33 “‘Tourism’ Efforts Lauded,” Houston, Leon Jaworski Papers, Accession 2442, Box 301, Folder 2, BU.  
34 “United Gas Adds the Tourism Touch,” Houston Press (Houston, TX), June 7, 1960, Leon Jaworski 
Papers, Accession 2442, Box 301, Folder 3, BU.   
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America. Cowie suggests that industrialists were primarily interested in a capacious and 

weakly organized labor force, rather than the well-being of laborers.35   

 Industrial expansion “became the consuming passion of regional, state, and local 

leaders” in the 1950s and 60s as communities adjusted to the economic aftermath of the 

New Deal.36  During the Depression, the federal government aided the agricultural 

economy of the South through the promotion of mechanization.  Where farmers and 

ranchers increased their efficiency, they decreased their workforce.  The Second World 

War delayed the region’s impending struggle with unemployment as able-bodied men 

and women deployed across the globe and local military installations absorbed displaced 

agricultural laborers.  In the postwar period, Southern leaders pursued industrial 

development to provide prosperity for their people.  

 In launching Houston’s Industrial Expansion Task Force in 1960, Chamber 

president Leon Jaworski explained the connection between new industry and prosperity. 

“Prosperity depends on purchasing power—money moving in every direction to benefit 

everyone. But purchasing power depends on payrolls. And the primary source of new 

payrolls—to produce more purchasing power to generate more Houston-area 

prosperity—is industrial growth.”37  Chambers of Commerce across the South actively 

courted industry, supporting and sometimes guiding the efforts of elected officials.38 At 

every level of government, people championed programs and legislation that made their 

                                                
35 Jefferson Cowie, Capital Moves: RCA's Seventy-Year Quest for Cheap Labor (New York, NY: The New 
Press, 2001). 
36 James C. Cobb, Industrialization and Southern Society, 1877-1984 (Lexington, KY: University of 
Kentucky Press, 1984), 2.  
37 Leon Jaworski, “Houston’s Newest Task Force,” Houston, May 1960, 70, HMRC.  
38 James C. Cobb, The Selling of the South: The Southern Crusade for Industrial Development, 1936-1980 
(Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1982), 85. 
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city or community more attractive to industrialists, including offering subsidies and cheap 

or free land, and discouraging unionization.    

This climate engendered a heightened consciousness among those courting 

industry of their city or state’s “image in the eyes of investors.”  In order to shape that 

image, Southern localities embarked on national advertising campaigns.39  Between 1949 

and 1961, the New York Times revenue from ad sales to states increased more than 

tenfold from $46,000 to $520,000.40  Houston was an active participant in this media 

market, and projected an image of itself as a land of pleasant living.  Its advertising 

campaigns focused on those factors conducive to vacationing, such as a comfortable 

climate, recreational opportunities, cultural attractions, retail, and modern amenities and 

infrastructure, such as air conditioning and highways.  A development in 1961, however, 

provided a new focus for the city’s industrial recruitment and tourism campaign.    

 

V. Welcome NASA  

In 1961 NASA’s Space Task Group (STG) was hard at work launching America’s 

first astronauts into space from the Cape Canaveral Air Force Station. The STG managed 

the “man-in-space” program, however, from the Langley Research Center near the mouth 

of the Chesapeake Bay in Virginia.41 As the scale and complexity of the human 

spaceflight program continued to grow, NASA leadership recognized a need to separate 

the expanding STG operation from Langley, a facility that specialized in aerodynamic 

                                                
39 Cobb, Industrialization and Southern Society, 44-50. 
40 Cobb, The Selling of the South, 89. 
41 For history of the Langley Research Center, see James R. Hansen’s Engineer in Charge: A History of the 
Langley Aeronautical Laboratory, 1917-1958 (Washington, DC: NASA, 1987) and Spaceflight Revolution: 
NASA Langley Research Center from Sputnik to Apollo (Washington, DC: NASA, 1995). For a broader 
history of history of NACA, see Roger E. Bilstein’s Orders of Magnitude: A History of the NACA and 
NASA, 1915-1990 (Washington, DC: NASA, 1989). 
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research, and from all other NASA centers.  Before the conclusion of his term of service, 

NASA Administrator T. Keith Glennan convened a committee in January 1961 to 

consider options for relocating the STG. His successor, James E. Webb, with the aid of 

Abe Silverstein (Director of NASA’s Lewis Laboratory), Albert Seipert (Associate 

Director for Administration), and Wesley Hjornevik (Deputy Director for 

Administration), initiated the process for finding a new home for NASA’s human 

spaceflight program.  On the first of May, Silverstein and his associates publicly 

announced NASA’s intention to rehome the STG in a document titled “Organizational 

Concepts and Staffing Requirements.”42  

As Silverstein and his team convened, NASA leadership was testifying on Capitol 

Hill, justifying every line item in the space agency’s budget. According to historian 

Henry C. Dethloff, while meeting with Hjornevik and George M. Low (Chief of Manned 

Space Flight), Silverstein queried, “I wonder where Albert Thomas’ district is?” Albert 

R. Thomas, who had represented Texas’ 8th District in the U.S. Congress since 1937, 

chaired the House Appropriations Subcommittee, which controlled NASA’s purse 

strings.   

Historian Bruce Schulman describes Thomas as “the nemesis” of the National 

Advisory Committee on Aeronautics (NACA), NASA’s predecessor organization, 

because he prioritized balancing the federal budget over advancing rocketry. But when 

“NA¢A became NA$A,” and the federal government prepared to invest millions of 

dollars to expand facilities for its space program, Thomas found new interest in research 

                                                
42 Henry C. Dethloff, Suddenly, Tomorrow Came: The NASA History of the Johnson Space Center 
(Houston, TX: Lyndon B. Johnson Space Center, 1993), 36-37. 
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in and beyond the atmosphere.43  Shortly after the space agency was established in 

October 1958, Thomas encouraged Administrator Glennan “by letter and by telephone to 

consider Houston as a possible site for a NASA ‘laboratory.’”44   

With Thomas’ cooperation, Houston leaders quickly put together a bid for the 

STG site.  On May 16 the city welcomed preliminary location scouts.  George R. Brown 

(executive at Brown and Root construction company), and representatives of the 

Chamber of Commerce escorted the NASA personnel to “West Estate,” a tract of land 22 

miles southeast of downtown Houston earmarked for NASA. Under the direction of 

President Morgan J. Davis, the Humble Oil Company donated 1,000 acres of land to Rice 

University with the understanding that it would ultimately be made available to the space 

center.45  Rice, in turn, would populate the site with its brightest scientists and engineers.  

Following President Kennedy’s declaration on May 25, 1961 that NASA should 

prepare for a crewed lunar mission before the end of the decade, many cities expressed 

interest in hosting the headquarters for this costly endeavor.  The space agency received 

23 proposals in total, and dispatched a site selection team to visit each location between 

late August and early September.  Everywhere elected officials, civic leaders, and 

business people welcomed the team with the usual gusto reserved for prospective 

industrialists.46  As Chamber of Commerce executive vice president Hurley remembered, 

“I was advised that Houston should make every effort to convince any site selection team 

                                                
43 Bruce J. Schulman, From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt: Federal Policy, Economic Development, and the 
Transformation of the South, 1938-1980 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1991), 147-48. 
44 Dethloff, Suddenly, Tomorrow Came, 37. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Dethloff, Suddenly, Tomorrow Came, 39. 
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visiting the area that it could fully and completely meet the criteria that would be under 

investigation.”47  

The 14 criteria on which NASA evaluated each site included:  “industrial complex 

to support project, availability of water transportation, labor market including skilled 

craftsmen and scientists, accessibility of modern communications, general community 

facilities, access to colleges and universities, abundant electric power, mild climate, good 

water supply, 1,000 acres of usable land (soon increased to 1,600), sound over-all 

economy able to absorb the facility, low site development costs, reasonable operating 

costs, and availability of ample interim facilities.”48  Houston ranked second out of 

twenty three.  NASA was most interested in Tampa, Florida, and the US Air Force 

Strategic Command’s MacDill Air Force Base.  Set to close, the shuttered base could 

easily be transitioned into a space center. When the Air Force decided to keep the base in 

operation, Houston moved to the top of the queue.49  

On September 19 Webb announced Houston as the new home of the Manned 

Spacecraft Center, command center for future lunar missions.50  The Houston Chamber 

of Commerce took immediate action.  “Within 1 hour of the announcement,” Hurley 

remembered, he had reached out to STG staff at the Langley Research Center and 

arranged to “air-express Houston literature that afternoon for a Houston information 

office... for the benefit of those who might be transferred to Houston.” The following 

day, the two Chamber representatives arrived at Langley to deliver a presentation to 

                                                
47 Marvin Hurley, Decisive Years for Houston (Houston, TX: Houston Chamber of Commerce, 1966), 207. 
48 Ibid., 208. 
49 Dethloff, Suddenly, Tomorrow Came, 39. 
50 NASA, “Manned Space Flight Laboratory Location,” September 19, 1961, last modified July 16, 2010, 
https://www.jsc.nasa.gov/history/jsc40/memo_1a.htm.  
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NASA’s future Houstonians.51  On September 22, the Chamber welcomed the first 

official NASA delegation.52  There was much to celebrate in Houston, not least of which 

was the estimated $60 million to be spent on site construction alone.  

 

VI. “Written in the Stars” 

After NASA awarded the Manned Spacecraft Center to Houston, Chamber of 

Commerce President P.H. Robinson exclaimed that “Houston’s future can truly be 

written in the stars.”  The announcement, he explained, “immediately made Metropolitan 

Houston more interesting to several different industries as a possible plant site.”53  

Robinson’s remarks referred, first, to the aerospace, electronics, and other companies 

who performed contract work for NASA.  The space agency’s workforce was comprised 

primarily of contractors.54 In 1960, NASA employed approximately 47,000 people; all 

but 10,000 of them were contractors.55 As anticipated over 110 aerospace contractors had 

opened offices in the greater Houston area by the time MSC opened.56   

The Chamber realized, too, that the same resources and infrastructure that 

attracted NASA could attract unrelated industries as well.  It quickly made the Manned 

Spacecraft Center the focal point of its new industrial recruitment strategy.  In November 

                                                
51 Hurley, Decisive Years for Houston, 207-208. 
52 Dethloff, Suddenly, Tomorrow Came, 41. 
53 P.H. Robinson, “NASA’s Impact: ‘Future written in the stars…,’” Houston, November 1961, 56, Vertical 
file “H-NASA-1960s-1,” HMRC. 
54 For an explanation of NASA’s practice of contracting, see Howard E. McCurdy’s Inside NASA: High 
Technology and Organizational Change in the U.S. Space Program (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1993) and Joan Bromberg’s NASA and the Space Industry (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1999). 
55 Jane Van Nimmen, Leonard C. Bruno, and Robert L. Rosholt, NASA Historical Data Book, 1958-1968, 
Vol.1: NASA Resources (Washington, DC: NASA, 1976), 10. Roger D. Launius, Apollo: A Retrospective 
Analysis (Washington, DC: NASA, 1994), last updated April 21, 2014, 
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the Chamber ran a seven-page cover story titled “Houston: Profile—Space Center, USA” 

in Houston, which now included “Space Center, USA” in the magazine’s subtitle.  The 

article highlighted the virtues that attracted NASA to Houston, including abundant 

natural and manufactured resources, and the country’s second most active port. 

Business-minded leaders in Houston saw NASA as “a conduit to a new ‘New 

South’ of science and technology-based enterprise.”57  The Chamber heralded NASA’s 

presence as a sign of the Gulf Coast region’s ability to support high-tech industry. It 

proudly reported that NASA found that Houston “more than meets the requirements” for 

the new space center—a refrain repeated often and in numerous publications.  One such 

booklet, printed exclusively “for the benefit of industrialists interested in locating 

operations in the Houston area,” featured “the concise data showing how Metropolitan 

Houston more than measured up to rank superior.”58    

Following suit, the entire city rebranded itself as “Space City.”  The Houston 

Police Department incorporated the moniker into its shoulder patches, which was also 

adopted by businesses selling everything from barbeque to hearing aids.59  Anyone with a 

NASA badge became a local celebrity.  An MSC procurement officer recalled people 

asking for his autograph at an elementary school Halloween party. “It was a real 

embarrassing situation,” he explained, “because, golly, we weren’t astronauts or anything 

like that.”60   
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VII. A National Space Hall of Fame 

The astronauts, of course, were the biggest celebrities in town, and their presence 

was highly sought after.  In 1965, as Houston prepared to open a new downtown 

Convention Center, Francis R. Deering, Director of the Department of Public Buildings, 

looked ahead to the groundbreaking ceremony.  As he developed a guest list, Deering 

decided that one or more astronauts should be included in the festivities.  He rang Marvin 

Hurley, executive vice president of the Chamber of Commerce, to discuss the possibility 

of involving astronauts in the festivities.61  (Figure 3.2) Hurley maintained important 

contacts at the Manned Spacecraft Center after leading the Chamber of Commerce’s 

efforts to court NASA in 1961. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.2. Marvin Hurley, Executive Vice President, Houston Chamber of Commerce (1945-1972).  
Originally printed in Houston magazine. Courtesy James F. and Robin Hurley. 
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In their phone conversation, Hurley offered Deering a way to permanently include 

an astronaut presence at the convention and exhibit center.  He pitched the idea of 

reserving space within the new facility for a hall of fame honoring America’s space 

pioneers. Pleased with the suggestion, Deering conferred with the architects, who 

remarked that “a panel in the entrance lobby would lend itself to such a project.”62    

 Hurley conceived of the idea for a space hall of fame shortly after NASA’s arrival 

in Texas.63 Since its founding, Hurley closely followed the developments in America’s 

space program, finding inspiration in its activities and accomplishments.  In speeches to 

community organizations, Hurley often positioned the space program as the paragon of 

American excellence in science and technology. Describing the discovery of fire and the 

invention of the wheel, Hurley proclaimed that, “to this exclusive Hall of Fame, we can 

already add with assurance the exploration of space.”64   

For Hurley, the ultimate significance of space exploration lie not in the conquest 

itself, but in its demonstration of the limitless possibilities of humankind.  He maintained 

“great respect for the achievements of mankind—and certainly great faith in the character 

of the American people,” but was alarmed to observe that the American people did not 

share his “unshakeable faith in our ability to meet the issues of the day.”65  “Our greatest 

threat today is not communism or socialism,” Hurley proclaimed in 1952, “it is not 

atomic or germ warfare, and it is not inflation, but it is individual indifference.”66  A 
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government “of, by, and for the people,” he asserted, could not survive with a disengaged 

citizenry.67   

Hurley’s space hall of fame was to be a tourist attraction with a higher purpose.68  

He saw the space program as irrefutable evidence for his worldview, which he hoped to 

impress upon visitors.   In a 1962 speech titled “Citizenship and the Space Age,” Hurley 

said: “I believe the American people will meet the issues of the Space Age, fired by a 

spirit of clear purpose and good will, by a vision of our own future, by a feeling of 

courage, by a mood of constructive conquest, and by a willingness to accept citizenship 

responsibilities.”69  He intended to inspire the public to these values through the 

exemplars of space pioneers.       

Hurley first proposed the hall of fame idea to MSC director Robert Gilruth in July 

1964. Assembled in Hermann Park to celebrate the opening of a new building for the 

Museum of Natural Science and the Burke Baker Planetarium, Hurley briefly outlined his 

vision for another Houston attraction.70  Gilruth expressed support for the plan, noting, 

however, that NASA had promised to loan some of its more significant pieces of 

hardware—spacecraft, in particular—to the Smithsonian Institution.71  

Hurley did not share the concept again until his phone call with Deering the 

following year.  With approval from the City, Hurley initiated official organizing 
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activities.  He conferred with Deering, Paul E. Purser, Special Assistant to the Director of 

MSC, and Max Peck, manager of the Rice Hotel.  Peck had an obvious interest in 

promoting tourism, and advanced its cause by chairing a subcommittee of the Chamber’s 

Tourist Action Committee.72  His interest in the space program was less obvious, though 

evidenced as early as 1962 when his hotel discretely hosted NASA’s second class of 

astronauts.  As described by James Lovell, Thomas Stafford, Neil Armstrong, and others, 

NASA instructed the astronauts to check into the Rice Hotel under the name Max Peck.73   

With the assistance of an attorney, the men drafted foundational documents for a 

space hall of fame foundation.  According to the Suggested Program of the National 

Space Hall of Fame, the purpose of the organization was to “foster public appreciation 

and understanding of the nation’s space program by honoring the pioneers who have 

made some significant and unusual contribution to this national objective by recognizing 

them in the National Space Hall of Fame.”74  The By-Laws, however, listed another 

purpose: “the encouragement of space exploration and the development of space sciences 

by appropriate recognition of the pioneers in these fields.”75  This inconsistency is not a 

reflection of confusion, but rather of the founders’ optimism that its commemorative 

program could advance the aerospace profession as well as public understanding of it.   

Hurley’s principal motive in creating a hall of fame—to rekindle in the American 

public a spirit of optimism and participation—was omitted from these documents in favor 
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of a rationale of broader interest.  A keen observer of the space program and a student of 

government, Hurley understood that widespread space literacy was a necessary 

prerequisite for NASA’s success.  In 1962 he remarked that the space program “is in the 

honeymoon period when it gets just about what it wants. But soon it will have to compete 

with traditional and more conventional needs for public support. At that time, public 

understanding will become vital.”76  Framing the National Space Hall of Fame in these 

terms would ensure NASA’s endorsement.     

The founders intended the first Hall of Fame ceremony to coincide with the 

opening of the convention center and exhibit hall. They announced plans for the hall of 

fame at the groundbreaking ceremonies for the Convention and Exhibit Center. (Figure 

3.3)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.3. Groundbreaking ceremony of the Convention and Exhibit Center.  

Standing left to right, Marvin Hurley, E.A. Stumpf, Louie Welch (mayor), and Paul E. Purser  
(NASA) pose with unidentified bulldozer operator. Originally printed in Houston magazine.  

Courtesy Houston Metropolitan Research Center, Houston Public Library. 
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VIII. A Civic Center for Downtown Houston 

 The Convention and Exhibit Center was a keystone of the long-awaited Civic 

Center complex. First conceived in 1927, the Civic Center would be a centralized hub of 

government, culture, learning, and entertainment.77  Anchored around City Hall, it would 

encompass theaters and music venues, a library, convention facilities, and park space 

where Houstonians could congregate, celebrate, and commune.  Progress was 

incremental, and existing facilities were enfolded into the plan where possible. Money 

was earmarked for the project through bonds, approved by voters and issued by the City 

government. From its inception through 1958, Houstonians had approved eleven bond 

measures, totaling $9.1 million.  In 1954, 1956, and 1957, land was appraised for further 

expansion—yet the complex remained incomplete in 1959.  That year Mason Lockwood, 

Chamber of Commerce president, asserted that his organization “consistently supported 

plans for development of the Civic Center” without effect. “This is an astounding record 

of inaction,” he lamented, “on a project which could be so meaningful to our community 

if properly developed.”78  

Lockwood and his successors, eager to enhance downtown Houston’s appearance 

and amenities, continued to pressure the City to follow through on its plans for the Civic 

Center.  A growing perception across the nation of urban blight and decay inspired a 

wave of problematic renewal programs in the 1960s, many of which displaced 

communities of color.79 In 1962 the City commissioned a feasibility study from the 

Stanford Research Institute, signaling renewed commitment to the project.  By 1963 the 
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new Chamber president, Claud B. Barrett, optimistically told readers of Houston that “a 

Civic Center of magnitude appropriate for Houston can be developed in the years 

immediately before us… Such a Civic Center could become one of Houston’s most 

attractive assets—as beautiful as it would be useful.”    

The long-languished project now demanded additional funds.  For the twelfth 

time, a bond issue supporting the Civic Center appeared on the ballot for the June 27, 

1964 municipal election.  Proposition Number 5, as it was known, requested $87 million 

dollars to fund improvements to existing facilities (the Music Hall and Coliseum), as well 

as $11 million dollars to construct and build a new convention and exhibit center and 

underground parking garage.80  The proposed convention center, spanning three square 

city blocks, would be located due north of City Hall and directly across from Jones Hall 

for the Performing Arts, a privately-funded music venue already under construction. 

Prominent proponents of the Civic Center mobilized in advance of the election.  

Current and former Chamber of Commerce leaders endorsed the project.  P.H. Robinson, 

Chamber president in 1961, reminded the Chronicle’s readers that “downtown facilities 

are vital to make a city attractive to visitors—and to draw money-making conventions to 

the city.”  Meanwhile Leon Jaworski, former Chamber president and chair of the Citizens 

Bond Committee, admonished “anyone who is opposed to the Civic improvements” for 

losing “faith in Houston and its potential for growth.”81  

The Greater Houston Convention and Visitors Council, for which the convention 

center would become a fundamental asset, extolled its value for the city’s hospitality 
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industry.82  Executive vice president Chester A. Wilkins explained, “Houston has more 

than doubled its bedroom accommodations during the last three years, but as yet has not 

produced the necessary exhibit and meeting room facilities with which to attract a large 

segment of the national convention and trade show business.”83  He framed the Civic 

Center as a prerequisite for maintaining the present strength of Houston’s hospitality 

industry.  Its future strength would, of course, be determined by the convention center, 

too.  Two days before the election, the Chronicle ran a cautionary story in section one. In 

the piece titled “Inadequate Facilities: Los Angeles Falling Down on Conventions,” the 

manager of the Los Angeles Convention Bureau estimated an annual loss of $15 million 

in conventioneer expenditures due to a lack of modern convention facilities.  “The 

continued delay in building a proper convention hall-exhibit center,” the manager 

explained, “is especially serious because many groups, particularly those with exhibits, 

select their convention site from five to seven years in advance.”84  Inaction today, 

warned the Chronicle, would reduce revenue for years to come.   

While Proposition Number 5 enjoyed widespread support from the city 

government, press, Chamber of Commerce, Greater Houston Convention and Visitor 

Council, and business leaders, one prominent dissenter spoke out against the project.  

Roy Hofheinz, who served as Mayor of Houston from 1952-1956, vocally objected to the 

development of convention facilities within the Civic Center.  He believed Houston was 

already in possession of sufficient square footage to host the country’s largest 
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conventions and events, specifically at the multipurpose Harris County Domed Stadium, 

which was under construction in the southwestern part of the city.  Two years prior, the 

Houston Sports Association (HSA), of which Hofheinz was vice president, had 

successfully advocated for the stadium and secured a contract with Major League 

Baseball for a National League expansion team, the Colt .45s.85  Having entered into a 

forty-year, $30 million lease with the county, Hofheinz and the HSA viewed the 

expansion of the Civic Center as a direct threat to their investment.  

At the time of the bond election in June 1964, Hofheinz was very concerned about 

the convention center cutting into his profit margin.  He and Smith maintained that the 

proposed convention center represented a duplication of facilities already under 

construction, and suggested that “Houston does not have enough hotel space to support 

both the Domed Stadium and civic center facilities.”  The day before the election, the 

Chronicle ran a paid political advertisement with a bold-faced title reading “Houston’s 

Big Enough for Everybody (Including Bob Smith and Roy Hofheinz, even if they don’t 

think so).”  The anonymous author notes that “Every responsible business organization 

and hundreds of individuals, including those who led the campaign for the Domed 

Stadium, are spearheading the campaign for the city bond issues.” “The basic issue on 

Proposition No. 5,” the ad explained, “is whether the benefits from conventions and 

exhibitions should accrue to ALL the people of Houston, or just two of them.”86 

 The same issue included an editorial in support of the downtown convention 

center, arguing against concentrating the city’s convention resources in the hands of 
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Hofheinz, Smith, and the HSA. “In urging defeat of Proposition 5,” the author accused 

the holders of the lease to the Domed Stadium of “seeking a monopoly on Houston’s 

exhibition and convention facilities.” “We are opposed to monopoly,” the author 

continued, “in convention facilities or anything else. We object to having a pair of private 

operators in control of this city’s enormous convention business—inviting whom they 

will, rejecting whom they choose, setting the rates for space rental, for parking, deciding 

which souvenirs, which brands of hotdogs [sic] and cold drinks can be sold on the 

premises... and what prices shall be charged.”  “Have you ever tried to buy a Coke at Colt 

Stadium?” the author queried in frustration.87  Proposition Number 5 was ultimately 

successful, however Hofheinz’s campaign made it the least popular issue on the ballot.88   

 

IX. A Space Hall and Museum 

With a facility under construction, Hurley proceeded to solicit support for the 

NSHF from key allies.  In July 1965 he drafted a letter to Gilruth outlining the official 

plans for the Space Hall of Fame.  He felt “that such a request should come from the 

private sector rather than as a request from a [para]governmental entity” such as the 

Chamber of Commerce.89 He enlisted as signatories media titans Culp Hobby and Jones, 

Jr. Their letter opened:  

Since the location of the NASA Manned Spacecraft Center, Houston has become 

rather generally recognized as Space City, U.S.A. We are proud of this 

recognition and proud of our associations with those pioneering the ocean of 

space. With so many of those prominently identified with space exploration living 
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in the Houston area, we believe this community has a responsibility to take the 

initiative in some form of permanent tribute to the pacemakers in this adventure to 

learn more about our universe.   

The letter went on to explain that a Board of Directors of important Houstonians would 

guide the non-profit, self-sustaining organization, with the counsel of a National 

Advisory Board of “prominent individuals from throughout the country with a 

demonstrated interest in the space program.”90  The contents were of no great surprise; 

Gilruth and Purser had provided tacit approval before Culp Hobby and Jones inked the 

page.91  Purser telephoned approval, with official support from Webb arriving by mail in 

August.  Webb noted, in particular, that the National Space Hall of Fame would be “a 

helpful and interesting adjunct to our own community relations program in Houston.”92   

Zivley filed the Articles of Incorporation with the State of Texas in August 1965, 

however the organizational meeting of the NSHF did not take place until August 31, 

1967.  At this meeting Hurley, Peck, and Deering convened at the Rice Hotel to appoint a 

board of directors. They selected Morgan J. Davis as president, Hurley as executive vice 

president, and appointed as vice presidents former Chamber heads Jaworski, P.H. 

Robinson, Gail Whitcomb, and Gus Wortham and Rice University Chancellor Carey 

Croneis.93  Not coincidentally, Davis, Croneis, Robinson, and Hurley had been 

instrumental in attracting NASA to Texas, and Wortham and Robinson had served on 

Jaworski’s Tourism Study Panel.   
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Simultaneously, City Councilperson Johnny Goyen advocated for the 

establishment of a space museum in Houston. Goyen hoped to collect some of the “many 

artifacts from the space flights which will not be used in the Smithsonian Institute” to 

display in Houston. This, he believed, would “mean a lot for the City,” which 

increasingly identified itself with the activities at the Manned Spacecraft Center.94  

Throughout 1965 he solicited the endorsement of MSC director Gilruth and 

Representative Thomas, and pursued possible venues, including the Houston Museum of 

Natural Science.  His initial efforts were met with little support, with the exception of 

Houston Press editor George Carmack.  Carmack, a longtime advocate for the 

advancement of Houston tourism, was especially anxious to establish “the nation’s only 

real space museum” as he believed “many of the objects used in manned space flights 

have been cannibalized from the spacecraft and taken as personal souvenirs by some 

space officials.”95  

In December 1965, upon Goyen’s renewed plea for a space museum, Mayor 

Louie Welch appointed him and two other council members as liaisons to a “committee 

from the Chamber of Commerce working on this project.”96  Welch’s actions indicate 

that the NSHF Foundation, not yet incorporated, was widely known at the time.  Hurley 

and Deering met informally with the City Council liaisons.  According to a later account 

of these meetings, the liaisons “had no specific ideas, but expressed a willingness to leave 
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this matter entirely to the organizers of the Space Hall, as long as some form of exhibits 

would be a permanent part of the project.”97 

In January 1966 Representative Bob Casey contacted the Smithsonian Institution 

on behalf of Goyen and the space museum supporters.   Inclined to aid the efforts of his 

constituents, Casey called on his connections as NASA and the Smithsonian, cultivated 

through his service on Olin Teague’s House Subcommittee on Manned Space Flight.98  S. 

Paul Johnston, director of the National Air and Space Museum, indicated to Casey that 

the museum “would be very glad to cooperate in every possible way” and that it was 

likely the Smithsonian could provide artifacts for the Houston museum.99 

In the spring of 1967 Goyen was still independently promoting the space museum 

concept as developments on the hall of fame stagnated.  When he renewed contact with 

MSC, public affairs officer Paul E. Purser assured him of NASA’s interest, describing the 

ways in which MSC might support the museum. Purser offered to supply photographs of 

and biographical material on hall of fame honorees, as well as sundry educational 

material and informational pamphlets.100   He did not commit to loaning artifacts which, 

by this time, were in high demand.101  On an internal copy of the letter, PAO director 

Paul Haney scribbled “Good letter. It skirts effectively the artifacts question.”102 
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In early 1968 Casey reached out to Mayor Welch to inquire about the status of the 

space museum and, again, offer his assistance liaising with the Smithsonian.103  At this 

point the city had appointed a curator of the NSHF, to whom Welch referred Casey.  In 

January Mayor Welch installed Lera Millard Thomas as curator.104  A prominent Texan 

in her own right, Millard Thomas was the widow of Representative Albert R. Thomas, 

who worked to bring NASA to Houston and for whom the Convention and Exhibit 

Center had been posthumously renamed.105  At the time of her appointment, Millard 

Thomas had recently returned to Houston from Washington, where she had served the 

remainder of her late husband’s term, making her the first woman to represent Texas in 

Congress.  After returning to her home on Thoon Road, Millard Thomas felt it would “be 

the appropriate time for me to go to work” “to help establish this national space hall” in 

downtown Houston.106 

Despite her lack of curatorial experience, Millard Thomas was well suited for the 

position. Her primary responsibility was the solicitation of personal effects from honorees 

for display.  The Thomas family had strong connections to NASA, which provided entree 

for corresponding with the space community on behalf of the NSHF.107  More 

importantly, she was committed to the success of the institution as tribute to her 

husband’s legacy.  Esther Goddard, writing to Millard Thomas regarding a loan of items 

from her late husband, rocketry pioneer Robert Goddard, offered insight into a widow’s 

calling to this type of work. “Some men are taken early, seemingly at the crest of their 
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careers,” Goddard wrote. “I think you and I are meeting similar duties to their memories. 

You are beginning; for me, it has been twenty-four years, the first twelve completing and 

taking our some 170 patents, based on his notes, and the last ten editing my husband’s 

‘papers’ in three volumes—not to mention the constant flow of correspondence. But I can 

testify to a deep intellectual and spiritual fulfillment in this work, and I suspect you will 

have the same wonderful gift.”108  

Millard Thomas took her responsibilities seriously.  She traveled with Hurley on a 

fact-finding mission to the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, the result 

of which she reported at the May 24, 1968 meeting of the Board of Directors.109  By now 

the board had expanded to include some forty directors, including liaisons from NASA 

and the City Council, as well as most of the members of the Tourism Survey Panel not 

already serving in an executive role: George R. Brown, Gardiner Symonds, “Judge” J.A. 

Elkins, and John T. Jones, Jr.110          

Later that year the NSHF Board solicited nominations from “all NASA agencies, 

major suppliers of NASA, major contractors of NASA, colleges and universities with 

NASA contracts, trade and professional organizations with a recognized interest in space 

exploration and utilization, government agencies and Congressional committees with 

direct responsibilities in the nation’s space efforts, and the mayor of the largest city 

                                                
108 Esther Goddard to Lera Millard Thomas, September 28, 1969, HCHV. 
109 National Space Hall of Fame, Minutes of the Meeting of Board of Directors, May 24, 1968, in packet 
“Prepared for Mrs. Albert Thomas by Marvin Hurley” (unpublished), MCHV  
110 National Space Hall of Fame, “Program for First Annual Awards Dinner,” September 26, 1969, MCHV. 
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within 50 miles of each major NASA installation.”111  The screening committee received 

33 nominations, of which it passed on 14 to the Board of Directors for final selection.112  

On the evening of September 29, 1969 the Board of the NSHF presented a 

patriotic program, beginning with the posting of the American flag by local boy scouts. 

Bookended by the national anthem and Lord’s prayer, and “God Bless America,” the 

theme of American exceptionalism was ever-present. The evening’s entertainment 

included a welcome from Mayor Louie Welch, the screening of a short informational film 

titled “U.S. in Space,” and a keynote address by retired U.S. Air Force General Bernard 

A. Schriever.  

Next the NSHF inducted 10 space pioneers into its ranks with the reading of 

citations and the presentation of plaques and wall-mounted bas-relief portraits. The 

inaugural honorees included: Wernher von Braun, “Pioneer in Rocket Booster Systems 

for Space Payloads”; Kurt H. Debus, “Directed Design of Nation’s Spaceport, Checkout 

of Spacecraft and Launch Operations”; Hugh L. Dryden, “Pioneered Important Space 

Decisions Including that to Mount Lunar Exploration Mission”; Maxime A. Faget, 

“Developed Original Design Concepts for Nation’s Manned Spacecraft”; Robert R. 

Gilruth, “Directed Spacecraft Development, Flight Crew Selection and Training, and 

Conduct of Flight Missions”; John H. Glenn, “Flew First Manned Orbital Mission for 

U.S.”; Robert H. Goddard (deceased), “From 1930 to 1942 Developed Basic Principles 

for Use of Rockets to Power Booster Systems for Space Payloads”; Alan B. Shepard, 

“First American to Journey into Space”; Albert R. Thomas (deceased), “Dedicated Final 

                                                
111 National Space Hall of Fame, “Rules and Regulation for the Nomination and Selection of Honorees for 
the National Space Hall of Fame,” 1968, Carey Croneis Personal Papers, MS 402, Box 10, Folder 3, RU.  
112 National Space Hall of Fame, Minutes of the Meeting of Board of Directors, February 26, 1969, Texas 
AFL-CIO Records, AR 278, Series I, Box 10, Folder 10, “National Space Hall of Fame 1968-1969,” UTA.  
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Years of Life to Support of Nation’s Space Program”: and Edward H. White, Jr. 

(deceased),  “Performed First Extra-Vehicular Activity in U.S. Manned Space Flight.”113  

On temporary display were objects Millard Thomas had solicited from honorees 

and their families, as well as NASA.  The miscellany included Hugh L. Dryden’s 

honorary doctoral hood from the Johns Hopkins University, a St. Christopher medal Ed 

White carried on the Gemini IV mission, and which had been presented to him by Pope 

John XXIII, and sundry distinguished service medals.114  The objects, and the bas-relief 

portraits of honorees, reinforced the narrative that Hurley hoped to present, namely that a 

life of purpose, goodwill, courage, and morality would shape America’s future for the 

better. 

The cover of the evening’s brightly colored souvenir program was embossed with 

the emblem of the organization: a golden circle enclosing a field of stars and the stylized 

path of an orbiting spacecraft. (Figure 3.4) Modeled after NASA’s well known 

“meatball” logo, it lacked the red chevron and space agency acronym, leaving the 

satellite to orbit empty space.115  The NSHF itself would soon become empty space.   

The organization failed to secure replacement exhibits after the inaugural displays 

of personal effects had been returned to the honorees, which reduced the hall of fame to 

nothing more than a wall of bas-relief portraits. The only permanent display was a glass-

enclosed replica of Representative Thomas’ Congressional office, also installed in the 

Convention and Exhibit Center lobby, which Millard Thomas had painstakingly 

recreated. Upon viewing the NSHF, one visitor was overheard asking, “Is this all there 

                                                
113 National Space Hall of Fame, “Program for First Annual Awards Dinner.” 
114 NASA Item Acquisition Slips for the National Space Hall of Fame, October 15, 1969, MCHV. 
115 National Space Hall of Fame, “Program for First Annual Awards Dinner.” 
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is?”116 (Figure 3.5) The museum concept Goyen proposed and promoted was never 

realized. The Board’s decision in 1968 to focus on “the selection and honoring of space 

pioneers,” rather than developing or borrowing museum-style exhibitry, was partly 

responsible for the institution’s failure to generate popular interest.117  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.4. Souvenir Program, First Annual Honors Awards Dinner, National Space Hall of Fame, 1969. 

Courtesy Millard’s Crossing Historic Village. 
 

 

 

                                                
116 Jim Maloney, “What Ever Happened to…National Space Hall of Fame?” Houston Post (Houston, TX), 
July 8, 1978. Vertical File “H-NASA-Space Hall of Fame,” HMRC.  
117 National Space Hall of Fame, Minutes of the Board of Directors Meeting, August 14, 1968, John T. 
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Figure 3.5. Only surviving photograph of the National Space Hall of Fame in the lobby of the Albert R. 
Thomas Convention and Exhibit Center, 1978.  

Originally printed in Houston Post. Courtesy Houston Chronicle. 
 

The Board also lost interest in the project. By 1978 a reporter had to remind the 

current NSHF president of his role. Houston’s Chamber and business elite proved a poor 

source of leadership for this venture. As the city’s “Department of Progress,” it made 

little sense to dedicate sustained effort to celebrating past accomplishments. Moreover, 

with the end of the lunar landing program, NASA pivoted to reusing Apollo hardware for 

other missions, such as the Apollo-Soyuz Test Project and the first American space 

station, Skylab. The novelty and innovation of these programs would have been difficult 

for the NSHF Board to discern and communicate.  

A decade after it opened, the NSHF went defunct. The operator of the Convention 

and Exhibit Center lobbied the mayor—Roy Hofheinz’s son Fred—for the NSHF’s 

closure on the grounds that the bas-relief portraits obstructed efforts to decorate the space 

for events.118  Today a small plaque marks the site of the former NSHF, which has since 

been converted into a dining and entertainment complex. Thomas’ replica office still 

stands, out of place and time under a nightclub. (Figure 3.6)  
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Figure 3.6. Remnant of the National Space Hall of Fame, 2018. Author’s personal collection. 

 

X. Open House 

  By the time the NSHF opened in September 1969, visitors to Houston could go 

elsewhere to marvel at America’s space program. And they did. The most popular space 

attractions, by far, were those produced by MSC itself. On the fourth of July 1962, two 

days after the Space Task Group officially relocated to Houston, the Chamber of 

Commerce welcomed the Virginia transplants with a Texas-style barbeque.119  The 

astronauts, their wives, and their children were conveyed to the festivities by motorcade 

in the city’s annual Independence Day parade.  While the route was, as usual, lined with 

thousands of people waving American flags, the onlookers also carried cameras and 

                                                
119 George T. Morse, “Welcome to Houston,” Houston, August 1962, 76, Vertical File “H-NASA-1960s-
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autograph pads, hoping to capture a piece of the nation’s space heroes.120  Beyond the 

spectacle of the parade, NASA’s new neighbors maintained a keen interest in the 

developments at the Manned Spacecraft Center.  School groups, scout troops, and 

families were eager for access to the space center.  

Retired U.S. Air Force Colonel John A. “Shorty” Powers headed the Public 

Affairs Office at MSC.  Powers held the same position with the STG at Langley, and had 

managed NASA’s public information program for Project Mercury. In addition to his 

other responsibilities, he famously provided live mission commentary in his authoritative 

baritone—the public’s experiences of America’s early human space missions were 

mediated through the voice of “Shorty” Powers.  Powers observed military protocol in 

the discharge of his duties.  He prioritized the protection of the workplace “from external 

influences”—including visitors—that could disrupt operations or compromise 

confidential information.121 While at Langley, he balanced his protectionist tendencies 

and responsibilities to the public by welcoming general visitors to the Space Task Group 

headquarters “but once annually.”122   

In Houston, Powers continued to mediate access to the space center and its 

activities.  While the permanent site in Clear Lake was under construction, his office 

oversaw the installation of a MSC exhibit in downtown Houston.  Housed on the ground 

floor of the new World Trade Center building, it featured “display panels, which 

describe[d] in photographs, words, and sound, the missions of the Center, as well as flight 

and survival equipment.” The PAO included flown objects to “enhance the historic value 

                                                
120 “City Had Red, White and Blue Carpet for Spacemen,” Houston Post (Houston, TX), July 8, 1962, 
Vertical File “H-NASA-1960s-1,” HMRC.  
121 Dethloff, Suddenly, Tomorrow Came, 77-78. 
122 John “Shorty” Powers to Mrs. Nancy H. Gillespie, July 26, 1961, Record Group 255, National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration, Box 18, E 15, Folder “SP-12,” NARAFW.  
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of the exhibit.”123  The purpose of the exhibit, according to Albert M. Chop, Deputy 

Public Affairs Officer, was three-fold. MSC aimed to  

(1) underscore the close working relationship between NASA and Houston (2) to 

provide a means of answering public demand to be informed of the activities of 

MSC without necessitating actual facility tours during the period we are 

occupying interim quarters, and (3) to acquaint educators and foreign visitors to 

the World Trade Center with MSC progress in research and development.   

“Without this community exhibit,” Chop continued, “the Public Affairs Office would be 

overwhelmed with requests for facility tours and mission briefings. In addition to the 

obvious benefits of the exhibit, its location affords free public access without placing a 

burden on the resources of NASA security.”124 

Opened in April 1963, the MSC exhibit attracted more than 15,000 visitors from 

every state in the union and over 50 countries in its first four months on view.  Even more 

were able to see the displays after hours, as the glass-enclosed “fishbowl” design of the 

lobby rendered the exhibit partially visible from the street.  The guestbook included 

signatures from governors, legislators, civic leaders, and students and teachers from 

across the country, as well as foreign businesspeople and diplomats.125  Many of the most 

prominent guests were likely already onsite to visit the building’s permanent tenants, 

which included foreign consulates and companies engaged in import/export business, 

and, of course, the World Trade Association.126  The World Trade Association had, at the 

start, leased the exhibit space to NASA at no cost.  The attraction certainly boosted the 
                                                
123 Paul E. Purser, Memorandum for Crew Systems, Subject “Flight Items for MSC Exhibit,” February 14, 
1963, Record Group 255, National Aeronautics and Space Administration, Box 36, E 15, Folder “SP 11.2 
Exhibits (Jan-Feb 1963),” NARAFW.  
124 Albert M. Chop, Memorandum for the Director, Subject “PAO Evaluation of the Effectiveness of MSC-
Community Educational Exhibit in the World Trade Center,” September 4, 1963, Record Group 255, 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration, Box 36: E 15, Folder “SP-11.2 Exhibits (July-Dec 1963),” 
NARAFW. 
125 Ibid.  
126 “World Trade Center,” Houston, February 1962, 64, HMRC. 
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association’s profile and prestige, however World Trade Center director Edward J. Fay 

felt that the American people were the ultimate beneficiaries of the exhibition.  “I cannot 

think of a place” for the exhibits, he wrote to Gilruth, “where it would do the United 

States a better service in international affairs, both political and industrial, and also serve 

the local community in which this major N.A.S.A. installation is domiciled.”127    

In September 1963, NASA transferred Powers to Washington and replaced him 

with Paul Haney.128  Haney, who had served as News Director for NASA Headquarters 

since 1960, began his career as a reporter covering the space beat for the Washington 

Star.129  Through his education in journalism and experience in Washington, Haney 

observed that “by accident or design,” government agencies, and NASA in particular, 

“constantly erect information barriers around [their] work.” According to MSC historian 

Dethloff, Haney attempted to rectify this problem with “an ‘open door’ policy toward the 

public.”130  

Haney’s first initiative was to literally open the door.  With the support of center 

director Gilruth, the Public Affairs Office hosted families of contractors and employees at 

an Open House event.  “A number of requests have been received from MSC 

employees,” a center-wide announcement explained, “who have asked that they be 

permitted to show their working areas to their families and friends.” On four consecutive 

Sundays between April 26 and May 17, 1964, employees had an opportunity to guide 

                                                
127 Edward J. Fay to Robert R. Gilruth, December 20, 1963. Record Group 255, National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration, Box 36: E 15, Folder “SP-11.2 Exhibits (July-Dec 1963),” NARAFW.  
128 Dethloff, Suddenly, Tomorrow Came: The NASA History of the Johnson Space Center,78. 
129 Robert R. Gilruth, MSC Announcement “Appointment of Public Affairs Officer,” September 4, 1963m 
Folder, GR 1012, UHCL. Paul P. Haney, interview by Sandra Johnson, Johnson Space Center Oral History 
Project, January 20, 2003, accessed October 5, 2018, 
https://historycollection.jsc.nasa.gov/JSCHistoryPortal/History/oral_histories/HaneyPP/HaneyPP_1-20-
03_edited.pdf.  
130 Dethloff, Suddenly, Tomorrow Came, 78. 



174 
 

their loved ones on a driving tour of the center, disembarking from the family automobile 

only at their worksite.131  

In June 1964, to celebrate the completion of the Clear Lake site, the Public Affairs 

Office organized a community open house.  The long weekend of festivities included 

events for the groups with whom the PAO desired to cultivate a positive relationship.  

Beginning on Friday, June 5, Haney hosted a cocktail party, funded by local chambers of 

commerce, for 25,000 of the Gulf Coast’s government and business leaders.132  The guest 

list included powerful Houstonians who had actively courted MSC, and who were 

positioned to make their city hospitable to the space agency.  Beyond socialization, the 

program included short informational lectures by NASA management and astronauts.133   

On Saturday, June 6, the center welcomed families and friends of employees and 

contractors for a program of lectures and exhibits, which MSC made available to the 

general public the following day.  The PAO concentrated visitor activity in and around 

Building 1, which housed MSC’s auditorium.  Each half hour visitors could watch a 15-

minute film about the space program screened in the 800-seat theater.134  The real 

highlight was the exhibit area in the lobby, where visitors had an opportunity to view 

flown spacesuits and hardware from Project Mercury, and scale models of spacecraft and 

launch vehicles.135  The displays engaged all the senses.  Children clamored to climb into 

the bell of a rocket engine, and to play with the buttons on a mock mission control 

console. (Figures 3.7-3.9) Visitors of all ages enjoyed listening to excerpts of audio 
                                                
131 Wesley L. Hjornevik, MSC Announcement “Open House for Families of MSC Employees,” April 21, 
1964, Folder GR 1012, UHCL.  
132 Dethloff, Suddenly, Tomorrow Came, 78. 
133 “Manned Spacecraft Open House” Program, June 5, 1964, Record Group 255, National Aeronautics and 
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communications from space.136  More hardware was displayed outside of Building 1, 

including a Mercury spacecraft; full scale mock-ups of the Gemini spacecraft, Apollo 

command module, and lunar excursion module; and launch-ready Scout and Redstone 

rockets.137    

Over 52,000 people explored the exhibits during the Open House weekend, which 

marked the beginning of a regular visitor program at MSC.138  Every Sunday beginning 

June 14, Building 1 opened to visitors between 1 and 5 pm.139  MSC was committed to 

providing “all interested citizens an opportunity” to see the facility to, in the words of 

Robert Gilruth, foster “pride in both our facility and this great national endeavor.”140   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figures 3.7-8. Scenes from the first MSC Open House, Space News Roundup, 1964. Left: Children sitting 

in the bell of a rocket engine. Right: Visitors wandering through exhibits in Building 1. 
Courtesy JSC History Collection, University of Houston-Clear Lake Archives. 
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Figure 3.9. Outdoor exhibits featuring spacecraft and a rocket at the first MSC Open House, Space News 
Roundup, 1964. Courtesy JSC History Collection, University of Houston-Clear Lake Archives. 

 
 

Gilruth hoped public programming at the space center would do more still. “The whole 

world is in the midst of an ‘age of technology,’” he wrote in 1963 to a student seeking 

career advice, “that rivals, and may indeed surpass, the ‘industrial revolution’ in long-

range effects.”  This moment, he continued, “requires that all of our people have more of 

an understanding of the part that science and engineering play in all of our lives. This 

understanding must not be limited to those who are planning an active part in efforts such 

as the space and nuclear programs; it must be appreciated and possessed by practically 

everyone.”141   

The attendance for the first two regularly scheduled Sunday visitation days totaled 

over 12,000.142  In eight hours the Open House program attracted nearly the same number 

of people as had visited the World Trade Center exhibit over the course of four months. 
                                                
141 Robert R. Gilruth to Chris Mirante, September 19, 1963, Record Group 255, National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration, Box 44: E 15, Folder “SP 35 (Gilruth, Aug-Dec 1953),” NARAFW. 
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These figures testify to the public’s desire not just to know, but to experience space—to 

walk in the footsteps of astronauts, to see the equipment in which they trained, to imagine 

themselves a part of this historic program. Interest in visiting MSC continued to grow as 

the Gemini and Apollo programs progressed in part because, beginning with Gemini IV, 

mission control relocated from Florida to Texas. Over 280,000 people toured the facilities 

in 1965.  In July 1967 alone, one quarter of the 1965 yearly total visited the center.143  By 

the end of that year, nearly 1.5 million people had passed through the center’s gates since 

the Open House program began.144  In order to keep pace, PAO expanded its visitor 

program.  It made more MSC facilities accessible to the public more often.  Beginning in 

the summer of 1967, Sunday visitors were permitted to explore Buildings 5, 7-A, 12 and 

29, which included the Mission Simulation and Training Facility, Life Systems 

Laboratory, Central Data Office, and Centrifuge, respectively.145 That fall, PAO 

instituted a “Weekday Special Visitors Program,” which served approximately 300 

people daily, Monday through Friday.  It also announced plans for a much-needed exhibit 

area expansion.146  Visitors often had to “stand sardinewise in the Auditorium lobby 

waiting their turn” to view the displays.  To accommodate larger crowds, and to allow for 

the display of flown hardware from Project Apollo, MSC planned to add 8,500 square 

feet to the south end of Building 1.147 
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All the while, the PAO produced exhibitions for display outside of MSC.  In 1965 

alone, its displays traveled to 22 states and 5 foreign countries where more than 10 

million people viewed them.148  Some of the displays and artifacts stayed local.  As the 

Houston Museum of Natural Science prepared to open a new building in Hermann Park, 

staff collaborated with the PAO to outfit a Space Hall.  Located in a circular wing of the 

museum, the space exhibit orbited around a central artifact: a Mercury spacecraft.  

Display panels along the curved walls reported on each of the Mercury missions, while a 

floating vitrine illuminated objects flown in space. A starburst pattern on the ceiling 

reinforced the room’s celestial theme.  Outside of the museum’s main entrance, visitors 

could see an Apollo command module boilerplate and Mercury mock-up.149  MSC 

continued to work with the Houston Museum of Natural Science, updating its space 

displays as the human spaceflight program advanced. In November 1969 the museum 

celebrated “Space Week.” On this occasion MSC loaned the institution space hardware 

and, most importantly, a Moon rock recently returned to Earth by the Apollo 11 

mission.150      

 

XI. Houston’s Astros 

 Space was the central theme of another Houston attraction—Roy Hofheinz’s 

Major League Baseball stadium. The stadium’s origins predate the space age. In 1957 

Harris County established a Board of Parks Commissioners to study the possibility of, 

and recommend a course of action for, building a professional sports stadium in Houston.  
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At the time, Houston was the only city among America’s ten most populous without a 

home team.151  Working closely with the Houston Sports Association (HSA), the 

Commission proposed a multipurpose stadium and attached arena, to be funded through 

$20 million of municipal bonds pending approval by the taxpayers of Harris County. In 

the July 26, 1958 municipal election, 75 percent of voters endorsed the ballot measure.152 

  After two years of effort, plans for the stadium stalled.  In 1960 HSA sought 

support from Robert E. Smith, a wealthy Texas entrepreneur with a record in minor 

league baseball, to move the project forward.153  Smith insisted HSA include Hofheinz, 

with whom Smith had worked during the latter’s term as mayor.  Hofheinz is credited 

with suggesting an enclosed design for the Harris County stadium. Touring the 

Colosseum during his 1955 visit to Rome for the annual conference of the World Council 

of Mayors, he learned that the arena was sometimes covered with papyrus to protect 

patrons from unpleasant weather.  Later reflecting on this moment, he said, “standing 

there looking back on those ancient days, I figured that a round facility with a cover was 

what we needed in the United States, and Houston would be the perfect spot for it 

because of its rainy, humid weather.”154   

Hofheinz originally envisioned applying the Colosseum concept to a shopping 

center.  According to historians Robert C. Trumpbour and Kenneth Womack, “Hofheinz 
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felt strongly that the emergence of an automotive culture in the 1950s and Houston’s hot 

and oppressive summers would make such a concept popular and profitable.”155  A 

millionaire by the age of 40, Hofheinz had a keen eye for business opportunities.  While 

drawing up plans for the enclosed shopping center, Hofheinz took notice of the work of 

R. Buckminster Fuller, an American architect pioneering the concept of geodesic domes.  

Walter O’Malley, owner of the Brooklyn Dodgers baseball team, had recently engaged 

Fuller to design a dome for his team’s stadium.  The work was highly publicized, but 

amounted to nil when the Dodgers moved to Los Angeles in 1957.156    

Hofheinz was not the only Houston businessperson attracted to the idea of a 

climate-controlled retail environment. Local developer Frank Sharp also planned an 

indoor shopping mall to serve his residential neighborhoods.  Sharp beat Hofheinz to 

securing retail tenants, including local department store Foley’s.  Despite Houston’s rapid 

growth (between 1950 and 1960 it went from the fourteenth largest city in America to the 

sixth), Hofheinz did not believe the population could support two high-end shopping 

malls, and so abandoned his project.  But Fuller’s concept remained on his mind, and 

when he joined the HSA as Vice President in 1960, he pitched it for the stadium in Harris 

County.  By October of that year, HSA had made a scale model of the proposed stadium, 

with which it convinced MLB to award a professional baseball team to Houston.157         

Prominent Houstonians and Houston organizations supported the proposed Harris 

County Domed Stadium.  In anticipation of a July 1962 election, which included a ballot 

measure to finance the stadium with municipal bonds, George T. Morse, Jr., president of 
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the Chamber of Commerce explained, “A way must be found to build this stadium 

promptly and first class in every respect and air-conditioned. Not only are our pride and 

prestige involved, but it is necessary in our further development.”158  The Chamber saw 

the stadium, with its capacity to host professional sports games, special events, and 

conventions, as a destination for tourists and business travelers alike.  Even before it 

opened, the stadium attracted international attention.  The press pondered its unique 

engineering challenges, and the promise of a baseball season free of rainouts.  According 

to Houston magazine, businesspeople returning to Houston “report[ed] that the plastic-

domed air-conditioned stadium currently excites as much interest as any other local 

project.”159   

Named in honor of the astronauts, twenty one of whom threw out ceremonial first 

pitches on opening day in April 1965, the Astrodome reinforced Houston’s developing 

identity as a modern metropolis.160 The stadium’s tenants adopted a more befitting name, 

the Astros, leaving the gun-slinging, “Wild West” mentality of the Colt .45s to be 

demolished with the temporary ballpark in which they played.  As historians Trumpbour 

and Womack explain, “the National Aeronautics and Space Administration helped 

Houston to transition away from the old stereotypes, but the Astrodome served as a more 

visceral example of Houston’s commitment to modernity.”161 (Figure 3.10) From the 

Astrodome’s innovative architecture to its impressive electronic scoreboard, automated 

seat reconfiguration, circulation of 2.5 million cubic feet of cooled air per minute, and 

specially-designed artificial playing surface (“Astroturf”), the stadium was a monument  
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Figure 3.10. Postcard of the Astrodome stadium. Author’s personal collection. 

to modernity. Astros pitcher Larry Dierker recollected of his first impressions of the 

stadium, “I thought I had just walked into the next century.”162 Even the grounds crew 

seemed to come from the future, pushing caring for the baseball diamond while wearing 

what resembled spacesuits.  

The Astrodome proved to be a positive advertisement for Houston and a major 

contributor to its economy.  In anticipation of its first season, Chamber president Gail 

Whitcomb remarked that “the Astrodome is a magnet in drawing people from everywhere 

to Houston,” and predicted that it would bring “untold millions in income to our 

community in the years ahead.”163  By the end of the first baseball season, nearly 2 

million fans had passed through the stadium’s turnstiles, depositing $19 million into 

Houston’s bank accounts.  Over 300,000 people, 95% from outside Houston and 51% 

from outside Texas, toured the stadium—at a price of $1—during the first six months of 

                                                
162 Trumpbour and Womack, Eighth Wonder of the World, 34. I.A. Naman, “Domed Stadium Air-
Conditioning Design,” ASHRAE Journal, June 2009 (reprint from August 1966), 64. 
163 Gail Whitcomb, “Countdown to Blast-Off for 1966 Astros,” Houston, April 1966, 63, HMRC. 
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operation.164 Inspired by the response to the Astrodome, Hofheinz backed the 

development of Astroworld, a theme park adjacent to the stadium complex. Opened in 

summer 1968, the 56-acre amusement park included all manner of rides and 

entertainment.165 The space-theme ended with the name—an early map shows no rocket 

rides or interplanetary experiences. (Figure 3.11) The Astrocomplex was an immensely 

popular tourist attraction that heralded Houston’s role in the space age, not only to fans 

and thrill seekers, but to anyone keeping up with baseball scores in their local newspapers 

or on the radio.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.11. Map of Astroworld, 1968. Courtesy Brian, Retroland, USA (Flikr). 

 

                                                
164 “The Dome—An Industry In Itself,” Houston, October 1965, 70, HMRC. “Houston… Cultural 
Calendar,” Houston, November, 1965, 9, HMRC.  
165 “Astroworld Essentials,” Houston, April 1968, 80, HMRC. 
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XII. Conclusion 

Impermanent but not insignificant, the NSHF offers a lens into Houston’s strategy 

to rebrand its identity and remake its economy with reference to space exploration in the 

1960s.  The growth-minded city government and Chamber of Commerce, which 

imagined itself as the city’s Department of Progress, worked in tandem to transform 

Houston from a backwater bayou to a modern metropolis.166  They placed emphasis on 

the cultivation of a new industry—tourism—and the expansion of an existing one—

industrial development, but with cosmic connotations. The NSHF was located at the 

nexus of these efforts. Ultimately the Chamber’s strategy was unsuccessful. The hall of 

fame format, which privileged plaques over artifacts, failed to attract interest among 

Houston’s visitors.  

Yet Houston became recognized as “Space City” anyway, and tourism played an 

important role in establishing this moniker. The space attractions at the World Trade 

Center, Houston Museum of Natural Science, and Manned Spacecraft Center itself 

trumpeted the city’s contributions to the space age. The names of Hofheinz’s popular 

attractions—space-themed but devoid of space content—further boosted Houston’s 

reputation. 

                                                
166 Marvin Hurley, Memorandum to Directors, “Relationships and Responsibilities of Directors,” 2, Leon 
Jaworski Papers, Accession 2442, Box 173, Folder 13, BU. 
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Epilogue 
 

Space Tourism in the Twenty-First Century 
 
 

Throughout the twentieth century, space tourism remained popular with American 

vacationers. Space attractions of the 1960s stayed relevant by modifying their content to 

reflect developments in America’s space program, most notably the start of NASA’s 

space shuttle program in the 1980s, the assembly and operation of the International Space 

Station in the late 1990s, and the greater involvement of private space companies in the 

new millennium. The presentation of space content similarly evolved in response to 

trends in public history, the availability of new presentation technologies (virtual reality, 

for example), and the expectations of visitors living in an increasingly digital world.  

The Alabama Space and Rocket Center was the first major space attraction to 

revitalize itself when it established a camp for young aspiring spacefarers in 1982. On 

one of his visits to the Alabama Space and Rocket Center in the mid-1970s, German-

American rocket engineer Wernher von Braun observed a group of school children in the 

museum’s rocket garden.  He asked museum director Edward O. Buckbee if he thought 

the students found value in the tour. Buckbee replied in the affirmative: “I think they get 

excited about the space program, because they’re close to it, they get to touch it,” he said. 

“But I think they would much rather be a part of it.”  In response von Braun mused: 

“You know, we have all kinds of camps in this country. We have cheerleading camps, 

football camps, band camps. Why not some kind of science camp?”1 

Von Braun’s remark led to the development of a weeklong children’s program 

known as U.S. Space Camp. The curriculum, which included science experiments, 

                                                
1 Edward O. Buckbee (Founder, U.S. Space Camp) in discussion with the author, February 14, 2017. 
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history lessons, and a turn on the popular lunar gravity simulator, culminated in a semi-

scripted “mission” carried out between a mock Mission Control Center and the flight 

deck of a surplus NASA space shuttle trainer. The campers were coming of age at the 

dawn of the Space Shuttle era, but their parents were part of the Apollo generation.  “My 

mom used to tell me that I was born right before Mr. Neil Armstrong walked on the 

Moon,” explained one camper, “and that she was changing my diapers while she watched 

his ship land.”2 

Made famous through an eponymous 1986 teen flick, television commercials on 

children’s network Nickelodeon, and as the grand prize for the nationwide mathematics 

competition MathCounts, U.S. Space Camp shaped the way an entire generation of 

children understood their relationship to America’s space program. Its popularity lead to 

expansion sites and unlicensed spin-offs across the United States and the world. Since its 

founding more than three-quarters of a million children, adults, and families from around 

the globe have traveled to Huntsville to play astronaut at the original U.S. Space Camp. 

In 2017 U.S. Space Camp CEO Deborah Barnhart estimated that the camp and the Space 

and Rocket Center generated more than $100 million annually in tourist revenue for the 

Huntsville economy.3 More than that, the program produced five astronauts, all women, 

who have proudly served NASA and the European Space Agency.4  

Around the same time that U.S. Space Camp opened, public affairs officers at the 

Johnson Space Center (known as the Manned Spacecraft Center until 1973) began talks 

                                                
2 “Here’s What Youngsters Enjoy About Space Camp,” Alabama Space and Rocket Center Newsletter 4, 
no. 4 (Summer 1982). U.S. Space and Rocket Center Archives, Space Camp Shelf (1-M-9).  
3 Deborah E. Barnhart (Chief Executive Officer, U.S. Space Camp) in discussion with the author, February 
13, 2017.  
4 “Meet the Fantastic Five! Space Camp’s Astronaut Alumnae,” Space Camp online, last modified 
December 23, 2016, https://www.spacecamp.com/social/%5Bmm%5D-%5Bdd%5D-%5Byyyy%5D/meet-
fantastic-five-space-camps-astronaut-alumnae. 
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of expanding visitor facilities and services in Houston. NASA representatives and 

community partners united to form the Manned Space Flight Education Foundation for 

this purpose. In 1992 the Foundation opened Space Center Houston on land adjacent to 

the space center.5 Organized around a central rotunda, it features exhibit halls dedicated 

to the history of human space flight, with an emphasis on the role of the Johnson Space 

Center, as well as a depot for departing tram tours of the space center. Space Center 

Houston draws in excess of 800,000 visitors yearly, and welcomes an additional 100,000 

teachers to help spread its message to classrooms across the country. Its newest 

permanent exhibition features NASA’s 905 shuttle carrier aircraft.  

Updates at the Kennedy Space Center Visitor Center lagged behind its peers in 

Huntsville and Houston. In 1997 KSC opened its first new facility in thirty years—the 

Apollo/Saturn V Center. Up until that point, KSC and contractor TWA updated the 

original exhibit hall in a piecemeal fashion in an attempt to keep up with NASA’s present 

and future projects. The new building, constructed around a horizontal Saturn V rocket, 

was permanently dedicated to the commemoration of the Apollo Program. At that time 

the space center engaged entertainment company Delaware North as concessionaire for 

the Visitor Center. Delaware North completely renovated the original facilities and added 

a new structure to house the retired Space Shuttle Atlantis in 2013. Brevard County’s 

Astronaut Trail Association evolved with the attractions at KSC, expanding its operations 

and name, eventually becoming the Space Coast Economic Development Commission. 

The KSC Visitor Complex remains the crown jewel of the Commission’s efforts to 

promote Florida’s “Space Coast” to leisure travelers.  

                                                
5 “Manned Space Flight Education Foundation and Space Center Houston” Fact Sheet, Space Center 
Houston online, accessed January 17, 2019, https://spacecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Space-
Center-Houston-Fact-Sheet.pdf.  
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Over the past fifty years other space-themed attractions have appeared in 

Alabama, Texas, and Florida, as well as communities across the country. All ten of 

NASA’s field centers now have visitor facilities, with the most recent opening in 2012 at 

the John C. Stennis Space Center in Mississippi. From small-town Weatherford, 

Oklahoma to the National Mall, space attractions are everywhere. 

Travelers of the 21st century have more opportunities than ever to make space a 

part of their vacations, including through tourism in space. In 2001 American multi-

millionaire Dennis Tito became the first private citizen to fly in space. In a package 

arranged by Space Adventures Ltd., the world’s first space tourism agency, Tito traveled 

on a Russian Soyuz spacecraft to the International Space Station for an all-inclusive 

eight-day, 128-orbit vacation. He emerged with a wealth of out-of-this-world experience, 

albeit $20 million the poorer. To date eight individuals have traveled into space as private 

citizens, all under the auspices of Eric Anderson’s Space Adventures. Anderson’s 

business model is identical to that of space tourism boosters of the 1960s. Cooperating 

with government space agencies, Anderson uses public space assets to create experiences 

for tourists.6 Whereas Huntsville, Brevard, and Houston offered tourists a chance to view 

flown spacecraft, Anderson offers them a chance to fly in one.  

On his spaceflight Tito realized the dream of many before him. Inspired by the 

1950 George Pal film Destination Moon, British travel company Thomas Cook and Sons 

established a “Moon Register” in which it recorded reservations for a lunar vacation.7 

Nearly one hundred people from across the globe registered for a holiday on the Moon 

                                                
6 Julia Tcharfas, “Through the Lens of a Space Tourist,” Science Museum Group Journal, last modified 
August 9, 2015, http://journal.sciencemuseum.ac.uk/browse/issue-04/space-tourist/. 
7 Austin Houghton-Bird, “Queen’s Jubilee—We Look Back at 60 Years of Holidaying,” Thomas Cook 
online, last modified June 2, 2012, https://www.thomascook.com/blog/holidays/60-years-of-holidaying/. 

https://www.thomascook.com/blog/holidays/60-years-of-holidaying/
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within the first few months of operation with the expectation of “some delay” before the 

start of service.8  

 While popular culture catalyzed Cook’s program, NASA inspired Pan American 

World Airways’ (Pan Am) lunar travel promotion. In 1964, legend goes, Austrian 

Gerhard Pistor placed a request with his local Viennese travel agent for a trip to the 

Moon.9 Unprepared to fulfill Pistor’s request, the agent forwarded it to Pan Am and 

Aeroflot, with the assumption that airlines in the world’s only spacefaring nations might 

be able to complete the booking. Two weeks later, Pan Am did just that, although it had 

no space-worthy craft in its fleet.10 “First in Latin America, First on the Atlantic, First on 

the Pacific” and “First ‘Round the World,” Pan Am expected to be first in commercial 

space travel, too.11  

Projects Mercury and Gemini demonstrated humans’ ability to travel in space, and 

Project Apollo provided the destination for their travels. In December 1968 NASA 

launched its first crewed mission to the Moon, Apollo 8. From lunar orbit, astronauts 

James Lovell, William Anders, and Frank Borman delivered a Christmas greeting to “all 

of you on the good Earth.”12 This message, a postcard of sorts, transformed the Moon 

from a point in space to a place to visit, heightening the public’s interest—confidence, 

even—in visiting another world. During the Apollo 8 mission Pan Am received a “flurry 

                                                
8 Paul Smith, “9 Things You Didn’t Know About Thomas Cook,” Thomas Cook online, last modified June 
21, 2016, https://www.thomascook.com/blog/ask-the-experts/9-things-you-didnt-know-about-thomas-
cook/. 
9 Jeffrey Gates, “I Was a Card-Carrying Member of the “First Moon Flights” Club,” Smithsonian Magazine 
online, last modified October 20, 2016, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/i-was-
card-carrying-member-first-moon-flights-club-180960817/. 
10 “Pan Am Moon Flight Booked Solid,” The News-Journal (Daytona Beach, Florida), July 22, 1989. 
11 Citation on rear of “First Moon Flights” Club Membership Card, Smithsonian National Air and Space 
Museum, A20180010000. 
12 David Woods and Frank O'Brien, “Day 4, Lunar Orbit 9, 086:08:07,” Apollo 8 Flight Journal, last 
modified April 10, 2017, https://history.nasa.gov/afj/ap08fj/21day4_orbit9.html. 

https://www.thomascook.com/blog/ask-the-experts/9-things-you-didnt-know-about-thomas-cook/
https://www.thomascook.com/blog/ask-the-experts/9-things-you-didnt-know-about-thomas-cook/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/i-was-card-carrying-member-first-moon-flights-club-180960817/#1mXoKi8lgZW8a3GW.99
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of requests” to book a trip to the Moon.13 “With Apollo 8 [commercial spaceflight to the 

Moon] does seem to be more in the future,” proclaimed Mrs. Richard E. Abruscato of 

Long Island. “Maybe we won’t see it,” the mother of two told the New York Times, “but 

we hope our children will get to see it.”14 To improve the family’s odds of traveling to 

the Moon, Mrs. Abruscato placed a reservation with Pan Am for four seats on the first 

available lunar vacation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure E.1. “First Moon Flights” Club Membership Card.  
Courtesy Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum. 

 

Less than a month after the launch of Apollo 8, Pan Am registered some 200 

names on its waiting list, which it soon formalized as the “First Moon Flights” Club.15 

Prospective lunar tourists could gain membership through their local travel agent. In his 

letter of introduction, Pan Am Vice President of Sales, James Montgomery, thanked 

members for their “confidence that Pan Am will pioneer commercial Space travel, as it so 

often has here on Earth.” Indicating that the company had “every intention of living up to 

this confidence,” he begged patience “while these essentials [of spaceflight] are worked 

                                                
13 “100 Apply for Moon Flight,” New York Times (New York, NY), December 25, 1968.  
14 “200 on Pan Am Waiting List Are Aiming for Moon,” New York Times (New York, NY), January 9, 
1969. 
15 “200 on Pan Am Waiting List,” New York Times, January 9, 1969. 
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out.”16 Pan Am issued each passenger a membership card, with a number indicating their 

place in the queue. (Figure E.1) The front of the card featured a scene of two spacesuit-

clad explorers, roaming the regolith, eyes trained ahead as the Earth hovers over the 

horizon behind them.17 Between December 1968 and July 1969, Pan Am issued more 

than 25,000 “First Moon Flight” membership cards. With the first human landing on the 

Moon on 21 July 1969, the waitlist rocketed to 80,500 names.18 While there is no 

indication that the airline made arrangements to upgrade its fleet for spaceflight, some 

aerospace professionals seriously considered the possibility of tourism in space.19 

However, the small potential market, limited by the astronomical cost of space travel, 

deterred further development.   

Thirty years later, NewSpace companies SpaceX, Virgin Galactic, Blue Origin, 

and Sierra Nevada are in a race to put the first tourist into space on a commercial 

spacecraft. Helmed by eccentric entrepreneurs less risk averse than the aerospace 

companies of the previous century, these enterprises have embraced the niche market of 

tourism in space in service to their broader agenda. Whereas spaceflight was an economic 

engine for tourism of the 1960s, tourism in space is now an economic engine driving 

advances in private spaceflight.  

Elon Musk, founder and CEO of SpaceX, revealed in a September 2018 press 

conference how tourism functions as a catalyst for his company’s commitment to 

                                                
16 James Montgomery to Moon First Flighter, reproduced by Robert Venditti, last modified February 11, 
2010, http://www.robertvenditti.com/2010/%E2%80%9Cwe-ask-you-to-be-patient-while-these-essentials-
are-worked-out-%E2%80%9D/. 
17 “First Moon Flights” Club Membership Card, Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum, 
A20180010000. 
18 William Lengeman III, “Space Tourism’s First Small Steps,” Air and Space Magazine online, last 
modified September 2007, https://www.airspacemag.com/not-categorized/space-tourisms-first-small-steps-
20428780/?page=1.  
19 Chris Dubbs and Emeline Paat-Dahlstrom, Realizing Tomorrow: The Path to Private Spaceflight 
(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2011), 225.  
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building a multiplanetary society. “The reason for creating SpaceX,” Musk explained, 

“was to accelerate the advent of humanity becoming a space-faring civilization.” To that 

end, it is working to deliver the hardware and infrastructure for human travel in deep 

space. The company is developing as its primary launch vehicle the reusable two-stage 

Big Falcon Rocket (BFR). “Private customers, any customers for BFR, are incredibly 

helpful in funding the development of the rocket,” he explained.20    

The only known customer is 42-year old Japanese fashion mogul Yusaku 

Maezawa, who approached Musk with an interest in going to the Moon. “Just staring at 

the Moon fueled my imagination” [as a child], Maezawa told reporters. “It’s always there 

and has continued to inspire humanity.” Maezawa’s love of the Moon inspired him to 

spend an “undisclosed but significant sum,” estimated in the range of $2 billion, for a 

circumlunar voyage on the BFR.21 Maezawa’s money “will have a material effect on 

paying for the cost of the development of BFR.” “This is a very brave person to do this,” 

Musk said of Maezawa. “He is ultimately helping to pay for the average citizen to travel 

to other planets”—on SpaceX rockets, of course. “It’s a great thing.” Maezawa plans to 

travel with artists who can interpret the experience “for humankind, for children of the 

next generation.” 22 

For Richard Branson, founder of Virgin Galactic, tourism in space is also a means 

to an end. Since 2004 he has been working with Burt Rutan’s Scaled Composites to 

create a suborbital spacecraft launched from a high-altitude aircraft.23 This hardware has 

                                                
20 Elon Musk and Yusaku Maezawa, “#dearMoon Press Conference” (presentation at SpaceX 
Headquarters, Hawthorne, CA, September 17, 2018), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zu7WJD8vpAQ. 
21 Jeff Faust, “SpaceX Signs up Japanese Billionaire for Circumlunar BFR Flight,” Space News, last 
modified September 17, 2018, https://spacenews.com/spacex-signs-up-japanese-billionaire-for-
circumlunar-bfr-flight/. 
22 Musk and Maezawa, “#dearMoon Press Conference,” September 17, 2018. 
23 Dubbs and Paat-Dahlstrom, Realizing Tomorrow, 218.  
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a “host of other space applications” besides tourism, “including serving as a high-altitude 

small satellite payload launching facility and perhaps as a launching pad for human-rated 

orbital flights.”24 In 2005 the company began accepting reservations, for a deposit of 

$200,000, from prospective suborbital tourists. The first one hundred formed a cohort 

Virgin Galactic calls its “Founders,” a name that the company’s uber-rich, adventure-

seeking clientele prefers to the pedestrian title of tourist.25 Per Wimmer, one of the 

Founders, reflected on the unique role of tourists as investors: “I don’t like to see myself 

just as a customer, though I do write checks from time to time. But more than that, I like 

to see myself as part of a team, helping out whenever I can.”26 

When the Founders take flight on SpaceShipTwo, they will launch from 

Spaceport America outside of rural Truth or Consequences, New Mexico. The state has a 

long history of supporting rocketry dating back to Robert H. Goddard’s pioneering 

research in the 1930s. Its clear skies, temperate climate, and low population density 

continue to attract rocketeers. The New Mexico Space Authority operates Spaceport 

America with state subsidies and hefty lease agreements with Virgin Galactic and other 

space tenants. Branson hopes this facility will become a transportation hub of the new 

space age. With a business empire including Virgin Atlantic and Virgin America airlines, 

Branson is keen on expanding his aviation interests outside of Earth’s atmosphere and is 

positioning Virgin Galactic to participate in the emerging place-to-place space 

transportation market. 

Spaceport America is a tourist attraction in its own right. “We wanted Spaceport 

America to be a place where the public can have a hands-on, authentic and fun 

                                                
24 Dubbs and Paat-Dahlstrom, Realizing Tomorrow, 241.  
25 Ibid., 231.  
26 Ibid., 238.  
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experience inside a real commercial space launch facility,” CEO Christine Anderson 

explained. “To that end, we have created the Spaceport America Experience so that our 

guests will learn more about space travel, about Spaceport America and about New 

Mexico's role in enabling commercial space.”27 The New Mexico Space Authority 

embraced tourism as part of a diversified business plan to recover the costs of the $220 

million facility.28 The tourist experience, at $60 per head, spreads the message of 

Spaceport America—and also lines its pockets.29  

Citizens and city leaders in Truth or Consequences were eager to capture some of 

those tourist dollars, too. The government even displaced seniors from their recreation 

center so it could offer the “historic, two-story adobe building in downtown T or C with 

original features from the 1930s” for Spaceport America’s visitor center.30 The revenue 

potential of Spaceport America’s anticipated 200,000 annual visitors outweighed the cost 

of inconveniencing a few elderly residents.31 New Mexico Tourism Secretary Monique 

Jacobson was especially keen on capturing those tourists with suborbital tickets. Of the 

“really rich tourists” she said, “we want them spending that money in New Mexico. They 

                                                
27 Jason Gibbs, “Spaceport America Opens Welcome Center in T or C,” Alamogordo Daily News 
(Alamogordo, NM), last modified June 25, 2015, 
https://www.alamogordonews.com/story/news/local/2015/06/25/spaceport-america-opens-welcome-center-
t-or-c/32418743/.  
28 Alan Boyle, “Spaceport America Launches a Tourist Operation That's Down to Earth,” NBC News 
online, last modified June 24, 2015, https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/virgin-voyage/spaceport-america-
launches-tour-operation-thats-down-earth-n381331. 
29 Doug Messier, “Changes Set for Spaceport America Tours,” Parabolic Arc online, last modified April 4, 
2017, http://www.parabolicarc.com/2017/04/04/spaceport-america-tour-company-pulls/. 
30 Jason Gibbs, “Spaceport America,” June 25, 2015.   
31 Elva K. Osterreich, “Spaceport Will Attract 200,000 Tourists a Year, Says NM Tourism Secretary,” 
Albuquerque Business First (Albuquerque, NM), last modified April 29, 2014, 
https://www.bizjournals.com/albuquerque/news/2014/04/29/spaceport-will-attract-200-000-tourists-says-
nm.html. 

https://www.alamogordonews.com/story/news/local/2015/06/25/spaceport-america-opens-welcome-center-t-or-c/32418743/
https://www.alamogordonews.com/story/news/local/2015/06/25/spaceport-america-opens-welcome-center-t-or-c/32418743/
https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/virgin-voyage/spaceport-america-launches-tour-operation-thats-down-earth-n381331
https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/virgin-voyage/spaceport-america-launches-tour-operation-thats-down-earth-n381331
http://www.parabolicarc.com/2017/04/04/spaceport-america-tour-company-pulls/
https://www.bizjournals.com/albuquerque/news/2014/04/29/spaceport-will-attract-200-000-tourists-says-nm.html
https://www.bizjournals.com/albuquerque/news/2014/04/29/spaceport-will-attract-200-000-tourists-says-nm.html


195 
 

won’t get to go back to space as often as they can come back to New Mexico. And they 

can tell all their very rich friends all about New Mexico.”32   

As the case of Spaceport America suggests, tourism in space will not supplant 

space tourism—it will catalyze the development of more space attractions, on Earth and 

beyond. Non-profit organization For All Moonkind, established in 2017, is working to 

ensure that sites of human activity on the Moon are “preserved and protected for posterity 

as part of our common human heritage.”33 If and when For All Moonkind meets the 

technical, political, and organizational challenges of constructing and operating a 

museum on the lunar surface, lunar motels and astronaut amusements won’t be far 

behind.   

 

 

                                                
32 Osterreich, “Spaceport Will Attract 200,000 Tourists a Year.” 
33 For All Moonkind, “Mission Statement,” accessed January 19, 2019, 
https://www.forallmoonkind.org/moonkind-mission/mission-statement/.  
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AMCHO Army Materiel Command History Office, Huntsville, AL 
 
BU  The Texas Collection, Baylor University, Waco, TX 
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  Headquarters, Washington, DC 
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