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Chapter 1 – The Initial Vision
The Legacy and Influence of John F. Kennedy

"It will not be one man going to the moon—it will be an en-
tire nation. For all of us must work to put him there."

~President John F. Kennedy

May 25, 1961 Speech by President Kennedy at Joint Session of Congress
http://history.nasa.gov/1658.jpg

Before we discuss the memories and stories of the
people behind the scenes of Apollo 11, I think it's important
to reflect upon the initial vision of going to the moon, how it
was crafted, and how a few words by John F. Kennedy had
sparked such a global impact, leaving behind a historic legacy
and influence for generations to come.

President Kennedy understood how to reach the
American public. He put forth a single collective vision and
Americans responded with their full support and loyal com-
mitment. The timing and delivery of his message left such an
impact on the people that they held true to his vision and
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worked together to see it become a reality, even after his un-
timely death.

The appeal of his vision allowed the average citizen,
young and old, to actively participate in the ultimate adven-
ture of exploring space and the unknown. Every person was
called upon to join U.S.A.'s 'Team Apollo', even if it was just
from the sidelines, to show their support for the United
States in the global race to reach the moon first. The goal was
to become the world leader in space; this would demonstrate
the nation's superior knowledge in science and technology. It
was also an assurance that freedom would continue to reign
in the free world.

At the time, there was tremendous pressure to have
the United States catch up and overtake the Soviet Union in
the space race. Historians attribute the 'Cold War' as the un-
derlying reason for Kennedy's sense of urgency (NASA His-
tory Office).

In the weeks leading up to his landmark speech, Ken-
nedy consulted with top officials to address key factors out-
lined in a one-page memo to Vice President Lyndon B. John-
son on April 20, 1961 (see following page) (JFK Library &
Museum).
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Vice President Johnson reported back to the Presi-
dent in a 6-page confidential memo dated April 28th (JFK
Library & Museum)
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On Friday, May 5, 1961, one week after Vice Presi-
dent Johnson sent his memo, President Kennedy prepared
for a full day of business, including a National Security Coun-
cil Meeting at 10:00 am (see his appointment book below):
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On the same day, May 5, 1961, Astronaut Alan B.
Shepard, Jr. launched at 9:34am EST aboard the spacecraft
Freedom 7. His 15 minute 28 second flight was a history-
making event, seen live on television by millions around the
world. (NASA History Office).

President Kennedy took a moment out of his busy
day to watch Shepard's space flight:

(L-R) Attorney General McGeorge Bundy, Vice President Johnson, Ar-
thur Schlesinger, Admiral Arleigh Burke, President Kennedy, Mrs. Ken-
nedy. White House, Office of the President's Secretary, May 5, 1961. Pho-
tograph by Cecil Stoughton. JFK Library & Museum, ST-116-9-61. Copy-
right: Public Domain.
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Kennedy's speech to Congress was delivered 20 days
later, on May 25, 1961. Here are several key excerpted sec-
tions which highlight the sense of adventure, advancement in
the space race, and American pride that fueled and ignited the
passion within the Apollo Generation to bring forth Ken-
nedy's vision to reality:

"Now it is time... for this nation to take a clearly lead-
ing role in space achievement, which in many ways
may hold the key to our future on earth.

Recognizing the head start obtained by the Sovi-
ets...and the likelihood that they will exploit this lead
for some time to come in still more impressive suc-
cesses, we nevertheless are required to make new ef-
forts on our own. For while we cannot guarantee that
we shall one day be first, we can guarantee that any
failure to make this effort will make us last. We go
into space because whatever mankind must under-
take, free men must fully share.

It is a most important decision that we make as a na-
tion... No one can predict with certainty what the ul-
timate meaning will be of mastery of space.

I believe we should go to the moon. But I think every
citizen of this country as well as the Members of the
Congress should consider the matter carefully in mak-
ing their judgment... because it is a heavy burden.

This decision demands a major national commitment
of scientific and technical manpower, material and fa-
cilities, and the possibility of their diversion from
other important activities where they are already
thinly spread. It means a degree of dedication, organi-
zation and discipline which have not always character-
ized our research and development efforts. It means
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we cannot afford undue work stoppages, inflated
costs of material or talent, wasteful interagency rival-
ries, or a high turnover of key personnel

New objectives and new money cannot solve these
problems. They could in fact, aggravate them fur-
ther—unless every scientist, every engineer, every ser-
viceman, every technician, contractor, and civil ser-
vant gives his personal pledge that this nation will
move forward, with the full speed of freedom, in the
exciting adventure of space" (JFK, Special Message to
Congress).

In a later speech by President Kennedy on September
12, 1962 at Rice University, he explains in more candid detail,
which further reinforces his vision:

"The exploration of space will go ahead, whether we
join in it or not, and it is one of the great adventures
of all time, and no nation which expects to be the
leader of other nations can expect to stay behind in
the race for space.

For the eyes of the world now look into space, to the
moon and to the planets beyond, and we have vowed
that we shall not see it governed by a hostile flag of
conquest, but by a banner of freedom and peace. We
have vowed that we shall not see space filled with
weapons of mass destruction, but with instruments of
knowledge and understanding.

For space science, like nuclear science and all tech-
nology, has no conscience of its own. Whether it will
become a force for good or ill depends on man, and
only if the United States occupies a position of pre-
eminence can we help decided whether this new
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ocean will be a sea of peace or a new terrifying theater
of war.

And finally, the space effort itself, while still in its in-
fancy, has already created a great number of new
companies, and tens of thousands of new jobs.

Space expenditures will soon rise some more, from 40
cents per person per week to more than 50 cents a
week for every man, woman and child in the United
States, for we have given this program a high national
priority—even though I realize that this is in some
measure an act of faith and vision, for we do not now
know what benefits await us. But if I were to say, my
fellow citizens, that we shall send to the moon,
240,000 miles away from the control station in Hous-
ton, a giant rocket more than 300 feet tall, the length
of this football field, made of new metal alloys, some
of which have not yet been invented, capable of
standing heat and stresses several times more than
have ever been experienced, fitted together with a
precision better than the finest watch, carrying all the
equipment needed for propulsion, guidance, control,
communications, food and survival, on an untried
mission, to an unknown celestial body, and then re-
turn it safely to earth, re-entering the atmosphere at
speeds of over 25,000 miles per hour, causing heat
about half that of the temperature of the sun—almost
as hot as it is here today—and do all this, and do it
right, and do it first before this decade is out--then we
must be bold.

Well, space is there, and we're going to climb it, and
the moon and the planets are there, and new hopes
for knowledge and peace are there. And, therefore, as
we set sail we ask God's blessing on the most hazard-
ous and dangerous and greatest adventure on which
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man has ever embarked" (JFK, Address at Rice Univer-
sity).

President Kennedy's vision of reaching the moon was
fulfilled. The United States emerged as the leader in the
global space race, with the support of hundreds of thousands
of individuals working in the background, with their families,
neighbors and the rest of the nation and the world watching.
He led them on the ultimate adventure of space exploration,
filled with unknown dangers and new technology. He left be-
hind a legacy of American pride and innovation, with a pro-
found influence and lasting impression on the Apollo Gen-
eration, destined to be carried forward.

Of course, there were detractors, critics and non-
believers. This was to be expected—we'll talk about naysayers
in later chapters.

For further discussion:

1. What are your thoughts after reading the memo from
Vice President Johnson?

2. What do you observe in the photo of President Ken-
nedy watching Alan Shepard's space flight?

3. Have you previously listened to, or read in it's en-
tirety, either one (or both) of President Kennedy's
speeches? What are your thoughts (then and now)?

4. What do you think about the critics and arguments
against the space program?


