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Chapter 13

Brothers in Arms: The CIA and the
American Civilian Space Program, 1958-1968"

Dwayne A. Day'

Abstract

The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration (NASA) represented two different bureaucratic weapons in
the U.S. arsenal during the space race with the Soviet Union. They had to coop-
crate in order to further U.S. national interests. The CIA provided information to
NASA, and NASA occasionally provided expertise and other services to the
CIA. The degree of their interaction is becoming apparent only now that the Cold
War has ended. Newly declassified documents reveal that NASA was not simply
a consumer of intelligence information, but also supplied it to the CIA. But there
is no firm evidence to indicate that intelligence information played a significant

" Presented at the Thirty-Sixth History Symposium of the International Academy of Astro-
nautics, 10-19 October 2002, Houston, Texas, U.S.A.

i Dwayne A. Day received a PhD in political science from George Washington University.
He was previously a Guggenheim Fellow and a Verville Fellow at the National Atr and Space Mu-
scum. He is the author of Lightning Rod, a history of the Air Force Chief Scientist’s Office, and
primary editor of Eye in the Sky: The CORONA Spy Satellite Program. He has also authored morc
than three dozen published articles on various military and civilian space topics. He served as an
investigator for the Columbia Accident Investigation Board and as of 2010 was a senior program
officer with the Space Studies Board of the National Research Council, where he served as study
director on projects concerning the future of NASA robotic planetary exploration, protection of
Larth from asteroid collisions, and numerous other studies. This work represents the author’s opin-
ions only and not those of his employer.
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role in the Apollo schedule, which was dictated far more by other factors. How-
ever, intelligence information apparently did have a powerful effect on the think-
ing of NASA Administrator James Webb and was a major factor in his fight to
preserve NASA’s budget in order to counter Soviet space capabilities.

Introduction

In late February 1961, James A. Cunningham, Jr., the Assistant Chief to
Richard Bissell (the CIA’s Deputy for Development Planning and the second
most powerful man in the CIA), wrote a secret memorandum for the record con-
cerning his recent briefing of James Webb. Webb was the new NASA Adminis-
trator. Cunningham wrote that he and two other CIA officials had briefed Webb
on the U-2 spy plane, CORONA reconnaissance satellite, and the ARGON map-
ping satellite program in Webb’s office a few days before. Webb was also
cleared to receive U-2 and satellite photography, in addition to other “SENSINT”
or sensitive information.'

Cunningham wrote: “The briefing lasted for well over an hour, and Mr.
Webb very carefully read every word of the briefing material and security forms.
My personal opinion is that we should have little problem with Mr. Webb in
terms of his ability to separate one program and system from the other, which is a
refreshing change in the briefing of high level officials of other Agencies.”

Webb informed Cunningham of his plans for the management of NASA,
such as including Deputy Administrator Dr. Hugh Dryden in decision making
and his appointment of Dr. Robert Seamans as “General Manager of NASA.” It
was Webb’s intention “to prove to the Nation that scientists can effectively man-
age a billion dollar a year program without the need of non-technical administra-
tive supervision.” Webb also wanted Seamans given the same security access that
Webb had. In addition, Webb wanted to retain former Administrator T. Keith
Glennan as a consultant.

Cunningham concluded: “On the whole I believe this was a very useful
discussion. Mr. Webb strikes us as a completely receptive and energetic individ-
ual whose questions about our Projects and whose desires to know what is going
on in the intelligence field are considerable. Mr. Webb indicated that he would
shortly seek to have some substantive discussions with Mr. Dulles [Director of
Central Intelligence] and Mr. Amory on subjects such as the status of the Soviet
missile and space programs and the like.”

This was not the first time that a NASA administrator had been admitted to
the top secret world of the CIA. Indeed, NASA and the CIA had a close relation-
ship since even before the formal creation of the civilian space agency. NASA
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had been created largely to present U.S. space activities as peaceful, civilian, and
non-threatening. The civilian space agency had an important propaganda role to
lill, advancing U.S. national interests. As such, it was simply another means of
countering the communist threat to U.S. interests. NASA leaders naturally
nceded to know what their counterparts in the Soviet Union were up to so that
they could plan their own schedule.

Despite this close relationship, there is no substantive information to sup-
port the contention that NASA altered its schedules based on intelligence infor-
mation, although NASA officials, such as Webb, desired intelligence data that
would allow them to do exactly that if necessary. There were several reasons for
this: first, the intelligence information was somewhat ambiguous and constantly
changing. Second, the information was never as complete as NASA wanted. Fi-
nally, even if these first two factors had not been true, NASA had only limited
ability to alter its schedule. The space agency was already moving as fast as it
could to meet the President’s goal for reaching the Moon by the end of the dec-
ade.

All major NASA Apollo program decisions appear to have been schedule
driven, rather than intelligence driven. However, Webb viewed CIA reports of a
new Soviet rocket that was more powerful than the Saturn V as an ominous indi-
cation that the Soviet Union would soon surpass the United States in space, even
if it did not actually beat the United States to the Moon. These reports prompted
him to increase his rhetoric in front of Congress and the press, and to seek a
greater NASA budget. Intelligence information therefore did have an effect on
NASA policy, although ultimately that policy was not implemented.

This article will discuss the first ten years of the relationship between the
CIA and NASA. This is a subject that has not been extensively researched or
written about, due largely to the fact that much relevant information was not de-
classified until relatively recently. This is only a preliminary review of the sub-
ject, based almost entirely on documentary sources. It cannot be comprehensive
due to space constraints. Instead, this article is intended to be a foundation for
further research. Although declassified CIA reports are referenced, this paper is
not intended to be primarily about CIA monitoring of the Soviet Union or its
space program, but rather will demonstrate the close relationship between the two
bureaucracies and their partnership in a joint endeavor to dcfeat the Soviet Un-

1on.
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The Early Relationship

The first contact between the CIA and NASA actually came several weeks
before NASA was even officially created. On 10 September 1958, Acting Direc-
tor of Central Intelligence General C. P. Cabell wrote to Dr. T. Keith Glennan,
the incoming administrator of the new civilian space agency. Cabell wrote: “You
are undoubtedly aware of the deep concern of this Agency with the challenge to
the United States posed by Soviet advance in space technology. Our work in this
area of intelligence may be of material assistance to you in furthering the aims of
NASA.” Cabell continued: “With this in mind, it occurs to me that you may de-
sire an oral briefing from our Office of Scientific Intelligence. This Office moni-
tors and reports on the entire spectrum of Soviet science and devotes a sizeable
effort to assessing the Soviet space program.” Cabell then offered to have the
Assistant Director for Scientific Intelligence, Dr. Herbert Scoville, Jr., brief
Glennan at his convenience. Cabell closed his letter by stating: “Additionally,
when you feel the time to be appropriate, we can arrange to make available to
you on a continuing basis intelligence reports prepared by us which may bear on
your problem.”

Glennan replied to Cabell’s letter two days later. He indicated that he
would like to be briefed as Cabell offered. “In the meantime, it would be entirely
appropriate for you to now make available on a continuing basis the intelligence
reports prepared by your office which may be of interest to NASA,” Glennan
concluded.*

The reports that Glennan referred to were the National Intelligence Esti-
mates, or NIEs, which were the highest-level intelligence assessments of various
aspects of the Soviet Union produced by the CIA. NIEs were essentially over-
views of specific topics and at the time, the CIA was producing a joint NIE on
Soviet ballistic missile and space programs. In 1961, the CIA separated thesc
subjects into two individual reports. The space NIE was only produced every
other year, whereas the ballistic missile report continued to be produced annu-
ally. This was essentially a tacit admission by the CIA that it considered spacc
subjects to be less important than missiles—a fact confirmed by several former
intelligence officials.

During the next several years, the CIA gathered intelligence on various
Soviet space efforts, such as its lunar program and its plans for orbiting a human.
However, there are as yet no indications of what intelligence information was
provided to NASA during this time period. According to an article in a declassi-
fied CIA journal, for instance, the United States monitored transmissions from
Yuri Gagarin’s flight around Earth. But it is unknown if this information was
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provided to NASA. More important, it remains unknown if the CIA had informa-
tion about the Gagarin flight before it happened. NASA officials knew that they
were in a race to place the first human in space, but it is unclear if the CIA kept
them informed as to how close that race was.’

Although the specifics remain unknown, before Gagarin’s spaceflight,
NASA officials were still kept apprised of some intelligence matters. Dr. Wern-
her von Braun, who was head of the Marshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville,
Alabama, and therefore responsible for the Redstone rocket that would launch the
first U.S. manned spaceflights, was scheduled for a CIA briefing during a NASA
staff conference in Luray, Virginia, on extra-light-lift, light-lift, and medium-lift
types of rockets on 9 March 1961.° The nature of the bricfing and whether it in-
cluded other NASA officials (as it probably did) is unknown.

Other agencies of the U.S. government and military also obtained intelli-
gence information that they provided to NASA during this period. The U.S. Air
Force (USAF) tracked various Soviet spacecraft and provided this information to
NASA on a near real-time basis. In addition, von Braun had close ties to the
Army and obtained information from Army Intelligence. The National Security
Agency (NSA) monitored Soviet spacecraft transmissions and undoubtedly pro-
vided at least some of this information to NASA, most likely through the CIA
rather than directly, in the form of raw intelligence.

The U-2 Affair

The CIA-NASA relationship was not simply a one-way street, with NASA
receiving CIA intelligence and not providing anything in return. In 1960, the CIA
sought to receive something from NASA. But the outcome was embarrassing and
apparently led to a short-term rift between the two agencies.

The CIA and the military had long used military scientific projects to mask
intelligence collection efforts. Balloons carrying reconnaissance cameras had
been portrayed as USAF meteorological efforts. The CIA’s CORONA reconnais-
sance satellite, started in early 1958, was publicly declared to be a USAF engi-
neering and scientific program named Discoverer. The U.S. Navy had started a
project after the launch of Sputnik to fly a scientific satellite named Solrad that
actually concealed a signals intelligence payload named GRAB.” Other ground-
and sea-based military “scientific” operations, such as the development of large
arrays of underwater microphones and Arctic exploration, were in reality intelli-
gence efforts. But these efforts were always military operations used to conceal
military or CIA intelligence operations. There is no indication that civilian gov-
crnment operations were used to cover military or CIA intelligence collection
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efforts.® The one notable exception to this involved NACA and its successor,
NASA.

On 1 May 1960 CIA pilot Francis Gary Powers was shot down above the
Soviet Union by a Soviet SA-2 missile that had locked onto his U-2 reconnais-
sance aircraft. As the news reached Washington, CIA officials decided to imple-
ment a long-established cover story that the U-2 was on a NASA “weather re-
connaissance” mission.

In 1956, two years before NASA’s existence, the CIA asked its predeces-
sor organization, the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA), to
provide civilian cover for the CIA reconnaissance aircraft. NACA Director Hugh
Dryden agreed. The U-2 appeared in NACA markings several times, and the
NACA produced press releases about the U-2 and its work in upper atmosphere
science.’

At that time President Dwight Eisenhower also approved a NACA cover
story in event of an incident, such as the aircraft crashing or being shot down
above Soviet territory. When NASA was created, it assumed the responsibility
for the U-2 cover story and continued issuing press releases about its U-2 opera-
tions.'” But NACA had no international activities and a close working relation-
ship with the U.S. military. In contrast, NASA had been established in order to
differentiate civilian and military space efforts, and did have an international
mission and international ties.

When Gary Powers’ U-2 failed to reach its destination, CIA officials knew
that it had crashed somewhere in the Soviet Union. They implemented the cover
story. To conceal the fact that the plane had been launched from Pakistan, a
USAF airbase commander in Adana, Turkey, announced on 2 May that a NASA
aircraft from his base was missing, but the story did not appear in newspapers
until the next day. On 3 May NASA released a statement that one of its aircraft
was missing and attempted to explain why the airplane, which was supposed to
be flying inside of Turkey, had traveled so far off course. The statement indicated
that this was possibly due to the pilot running out of oxygen at altitude and the
plane coasting on before crashing inside Soviet territory.'' On 5 May the De-
partment of State and NASA issued another statement.'” On 6 May a U-2 at the
secret North Base at Edwards Air Force Base was wheeled over to the main part
of the base. A yellow NASA tail band and a fictitious serial number were painted
on the aircraft and reporters were allowed to photograph it. They assumed that it
was a NASA aircraft. Behind the scenes, NASA Deputy Administrator Dryden
consulted on 34 May with Richard Bissell, who ran the U-2 program for the
CIA.
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The cover story that the CIA had developed nearly four years before had
been created for a “best case” scenario—at least from the government’s point of
view. The “best case” was that neither the pilot nor the plane or its reconnais-
sance film survived. This was not a very good assumption, as CIA officials soon
found out."’ By 7 May Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev revealed that the Soviet
Union was in possession not only of wreckage, but also a healthy pilot. He also
displayed a reconnaissance photograph that he claimed was from the mission (a
claim that CIA photo-interpreters instantly realized was truthful). The story was
splashed all over the Sunday newspapers the next day. While the information was
astonishing to many, it was embarrassing to NASA, which had lied for the CIA
and was now exposed. CIA officials had assured President Eisenhower that no
pilot could survive the shoot-down of such an aircraft at its operating altitude and
presumably NASA officials also had been told this.

The U-2 incident had potential consequences for other NASA operations.
NASA had agreements to base civilian tracking facilities in other countries.
These agreements were predicated on the belief that the facilities were civilian in
nature. If foreign governments feared that NASA was covering intelligence op-
crations, or might be using its foreign ground stations to communicate with spy
satellites, this could jeopardize those agreements.

Some members of the press sympathetically portrayed NASA as the ““fall
guy” of the arrangement, designated to take the blame if something went wrong
with a U-2 mission." But others claimed that the arrangement had damaged
NASA’s scientific integrity. A reporter wrote: “Now NASA is wondering how,
after apparently having been tagged as doing some spying on the side, it can do
its job of persuading all nations to join in peaceful space projects.”" Congress-
man Leonard G. Wolf sounded a warning when he said of NASA: “Either that
agency should be what we have been telling the world it is—an operation set up
for the peaceful exploration of outer space—or it should be disbanded and its
area of responsibility returned to the military.”'®

But rather surprisingly, there were virtually no international repercussions
for the civilian space agency. Dryden testified before Congress that there was no
lack of international cooperation because of the incident. Glennan claimed that
“what appear to be communist-inspired criticisms of the nature of our programs
have caused some real concern in Zanzibar, Nigeria, and one or two other places”
as a result of the U-2 incident. Glennan felt that the best way to assuage such
concerns was to have political and technical representatives from these countries
visit the United States and get an “intimate glimpse at Project Mercury so they
can satisfy themselves about the nature of the program.”"’
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The nature of NASA-CIA relations after the U-2 cover story embarrass-
ment was apparently not good. A carefully worded memo from Administrator
Glennan to Deputy Administrator Dryden from July 1960 implies that the CIA
wished to continue to use NASA in some manner to cover intelligence opera-
tions. It is written in the deliberately vague way that unclassified documents
about sensitive matters were often written. Glennan wrote: “I have had no further
word from our friends about the Bissell desires. On two occasions, 1 have had
notes from Under Secretary Livingston Merchant saying that he continues to look
into this matter but is not able as yet to talk. It may be that this will come up dur-
ing my absence. If it does, I think we hold fast to the decision which we have
stated before—namely, that we must be instructed to undertake further activities
of any kind.”"® One possible interpretation of this letter is that Glennan was stat-
ing that NASA would no longer cover for any CIA U-2 missions unless it was
specifically ordered to do so by the President.

It was probably this incident that a CIA official was referring to when he
mentioned in responsc to the James Webb briefing in February 1961: “I gained
the distinct impression that if Mr. Webb had been in charge of NASA last sum-
mer, the outcome of our problem with the U-2 might well have been different.”
Perhaps it was Glennan’s reluctance to continue covering CIA operations that
another official referred to when he stated that “for the time being we should not
attempt to deflect any move to keep Glennan in the family.” This statement im-
plies that CIA officials were not happy with Glennan, and some of them may
have wanted him denied access to intelligence information, i.e. ‘kicked out of the
family.”"?

Early CIA Assessments of the Soviet Lunar Program

President John F. Kennedy established the Apollo lunar landing goal in
May 1961. Kennedy’s National Space Council, which was chaired by Vice
President Lyndon Johnson, was given intelligence briefings about the nature of
the Soviet space program. NASA officials such as Jim Webb and Hugh Dryden
attended these briefings.

A CIA National Intelligence Estimate produced in April 1961 addressed
the subject of a Soviet manned lunar flight and stated:

Contingent upon successes with manned earth satellites and the develop-

ment of large booster vehicles, the Soviets are believed capable of a

manned circumlunar flight with reasonable chance of success in 1966; of
recoverable manned lunar satellites in 1967; and of lunar landings and re-
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turn to earth by about 1969. These are all estimated to be the earliest possi-
ble dates.”

These were guesses, for at the time, there was no intelligence evidence in-
dicating that the Soviet Union then had an active manned lunar landing program.
There was no intelligence information because the Soviets had not started their
program. The CIA assumed that the Soviets were already planning a lunar pro-
gram because it was an obvious goal in the space race, not because they had evi-
dence supporting this assumption.

Kennedy’s lunar goal undoubtedly increased NASA interest in the nature
of the Soviet space program and any evidence that the Soviets might be planning
a Moon shot of their own. But intelligence analysts did not automatically know
what would constitute evidence of a Soviet manned lunar program. For this in-
formation they turned to NASA.

The earliest known communication between NASA and the CIA on this
subject was in November 1962, a year and a half after Kennedy’s decision. The
single-page document’s author is unknown, but may have been Deputy Adminis-
trator Hugh Dryden. It contains only a cryptic marginal note stating that it was
prepared for presentation at, or as a result of, a “meeting at CIA 3 pm 11/19” that
Dryden apparently attended.”' The document, titled “NASA Comments on Soviet
Space Program,” pointed out the difficulties of identifying evidence that the So-
viets were undertaking a manned lunar program:

It is generally believed that if the Soviets are competing with the U.S. in the

lunar landing program, some flight testing clearly associated with that pro-
gram should begin within about a year or two.

The problem was that it would be difficult to tell the difference between
simply a large rocket test and the start of a lunar program. Project Apollo proved
this, for NASA planned on launching a number of Saturn I rockets as precursors
to actual lunar test flights and the Soviet Union would probably take the same
approach. The document further stated:

It therefore appears possible that the Soviets also might be able to run a
flight test program that does not give clear indications of an active manned
lunar program, until shortly before they actually land on the moon.

The question arises whether, if the Soviets are developing a 1.5 mil-
lion pound booster, they might attempt a manned circumlunar flight some-
what earlier than 1965-1966. Even with a highly sophisticated program
(high-energy upper stages) a 1.5 million pound thrust booster would yield
payload-to-escape capabilities of less than 20,000 pounds. If one assumes
Vostok technology, plus additional equipment required for circumlunar
flights (heat shielding, guidance equipment, etc.), it may not have been pos-
sible for the Soviets to achieve escape capability within a 20,000 pound
payload limitation.
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Although it did not state so directly, this document strongly implied that
NASA officials desired better knowledge of Soviet capabilities in electronics, life
support, heat shield technology, and launch vehicle technology and told their
CIA contacts this. Presumably the NASA officials who presented it to the CIA
made clear that they wanted this kind of information from the intelligence com-
munity and that CIA officials should look for it in addition to looking for evi-
dence of a large new rocket. Presumably, NASA officials wanted access to raw
data, not simply the biannual National Intelligence Estimates.?

On 25 April 1963, Sherman Kent, the chair of the CIA’s Board of National
Estimates, which was charged with approving the highest-level CIA intelligence
assessments of foreign capabilities, approved a memorandum for the Director of
Central Intelligence on the Soviet manned lunar landing program. The 10-page
report conceded that it had no evidence of a Soviet program, but added that: “On
balance, we have no basis for changing our earlier estimate that the chances arc
better than even that the Soviets will seek to accomplish a manned lunar landing
ahead of or in close competition with the U.S. It remains possible, nevertheless,
that Soviet lunar objectives are less ambitious.””

In July 1963, British astronomer Sir Bernard Lovell wrote to NASA Dep-
uty Administrator Hugh L. Dryden about his recent trip to several important
aerospace facilities within the Soviet Union. Lovell stated that Soviet Academy
of Sciences President Mstislav V. Keldysh had informed him that the Soviet Un-
ion had rejected “(at least for the time being)... plans for the manned lunar land-
ing.”® Lovell’s comment was at the time accurate. This letter had repercussions
throughout NASA and led to claims in the press that NASA was “racing itself” to
the Moon and therefore wasting taxpayers’ money.*

Lovell’s letter probably led to another, still unreleased, CIA assessment of
the Soviet space program, written by Sayre Stevens. In October 1963, after read-
ing this secret report on the Soviet space program, Administrator James Webb
wrote a secret internal memorandum about the importance of studying Soviet
space efforts in order to plan U.S. responses.?® Webb stated:

I believe we should compare now our better known capability in this regard

with estimates of what the Soviets are likely to do and to then consider

whether there are some modifications in our program or additional items to

be included which will prevent them from:

1. Taking the steam out of the initiative for easing the Cold War tensions

which the President has embarked on as a matter of major governmental

olicy,

g. Ta)l/dng some sudden turn in a direction that would make our own pro-

gram subject to reductions in important areas on the basis that these are no
longer needed, and
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3. Indicating a basis for military capability which is not included in the U.S.
program.

But CIA assessments of the Soviet manned lunar program, and hence
NASA responses to such a program, were severely constrained by the fact that
there was no evidence of such a program because it did not yet exist. The Soviet
Premier, Nikita Khrushchev, did not approve a Soviet manned lunar mission until
mid-March 1964. Before late 1963 all Soviet activities were largely confined to
the drawing table or were indoors. U.S. intelligence collection concerning Soviet
space and rocket programs during the early 1960s relied almost entirely on satel-
lite reconnaissance and the interception of telemetry. Until a Soviet lunar pro-
gram began producing this kind of data, there was no way that the CIA could
collect it.

NASA Support to the CIA

The November 1962 document “NASA Comments on Soviet Space Pro-
gram” demonstrated a simple fact about the intelligence and space communities:
there was a finite supply of expertise in the U.S. government about rocketry and
spaceflight. NASA and industry naturally possessed a great amount of expertise
concerning human spaceflight. It was therefore only natural for NASA to share
this expertise with the CIA in order to assist the CIA in its mission of collecting
information that it could then share with NASA.

In May 1965, CIA Deputy Director for Science and Technology, Dr. Albert
D. “Bud” Wheelon contacted Fred Boone, NASA’s Assistant Administrator for
Defense Affairs, and asked if NASA would consider providing people to serve
on five CIA advisory panels. NASA ofticials considered the request and replied
on 12 July 1965. NASA Associate Administrator Robert Seamans, Jr. recom-
mended to Wheelon that instead of five panels, the CIA should establish eight
panels.”” These would be:

I.  Manned Space Flight

2 Launch Vehicles

3. Launch and Test Facilities

4. Scientific and Technical Satellites

5 Lunar and Planetary Probes

0. Aeronautics

Advanced Research and Technology

8. Tracking, Data Acquisition, and Reduction.

Seamans also sent Wheelon a proposed agreement for NASA participation
in the advisory panels. From two to seven NASA personnel would serve on each

~
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panel for a period of at least two years. The panels would be chaired by a senior
CIA official and would normally meet only twice a year at NASA field centers.
According to the agrcement: “The functions of the NASA panel members will be
purely consultative and advisory in nature. They will not be expected to furnish
or participate in formal analyses or evaluations of intelligence.” Presumably this
was to ensure that NASA personnel were not expected to produce actual reports
and had no obligations to the CIA. Seamans signed the agreement on 12 July and
Wheelon signed it on 29 July.®

NASA also supplied the CIA with a long list of potential NASA personncl
to serve on the panels. Thesc included such obvious NASA officials as Dr.
Robert Gilruth, Director of the Manned Space Center, and Dr. Joseph Shea, man-
ager of the Apollo Spacecraft Program Office, both serving on the Manned Spacc
Flight Advisory Panel. The list also included astronaut James McDivitt, Wernher
von Braun, Chris Kraft, Rocco Petrone, and Oran Nicks, the Lunar and Planetary
Programs Dircctor of the Office of Space Science and Applications.?’

As a result of the creation of these new panels, NASA Associate Adminis-
trator for Manned Space Flight George Mueller ordered a review of NASA tech-
nical support to the CIA for the previous two years. Muelier reported to Robert
Seamans that his office was then conducting approximately 10 studies for the
CIA, concentrated primarily in Houston, Marshall Space Flight Center, and thc
Jet Propulsion Laboratory. The nature of these studies is unknown.*

The results of these panels, or how often they actually met, also remain
unknown. No documentation has been released on their activities, and none of
the participants have commented on them.

A slight glitch in the CIA-NASA relationship occurred in the fall of 1965.
In September 1965, the manager of the joint NASA/Atomic Energy Commission
(AEC) Space Nuclear Propulsion Office briefed the CIA on nuclear rocket pro-
pulsion. At the end of the briefing, CIA Director of Science and Technology Bud
Wheclon asked him to serve on a new advisory panel on Soviet manned space-
flight that was being established to advise the Director of Central Intelligence—
this was not one of the existing advisory panels.’’ The official accepted, appar-
ently without first clearing this with his superiors at NASA, or presumably the
AEC. Although NASA did not object, NASA’s Associate Administrator for De-
fense Affairs suggested that any such requests from the CIA go to the leadership
at NASA.”

Based on limited information, it appears that in addition to the NASA pan-
els, there were additional pancls, apparently intended to provide more direct ad-
vice to the intelligence community. Dr. Joseph F. Shea, the Apollo Spacecraft
Program Manager, served on the CIA’s Space Intelligence Panel during 1966. So
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did Dr. Raymond Lewis Bisplinghoff, a special assistant to NASA Administrator
Webb, and JPL Director Dr. William H. Pickering. Shea and Bisplinghoff both
had appointments that were scheduled to expire in September 1969. Pickering’s
appointment was scheduled to expire in September 1968.%> What this panel did or
how it differed from the other, more focused NASA panels remains unknown.

There were other examples of NASA support to the CIA. For instance, an
cngineer at Marshall, Willard Taub, was researching the Soviet SS-6/R-7 rocket.
Taub concluded that the CIA’s assessment of the SS-6 was inaccurate. He be-
licved that the SS-6 was shaped like an ice cream cone, whereas the CIA had de-
termined that it was shaped like a cylinder. He also determined that the Soviet
claim that Voskhod 2’s booster weighed 1.43 million pounds was correct,
whereas the intelligence community’s claim of 965,000 pounds was not.**

It was not until 1967, when the Soviet Union displayed its SS-6/R-7 rocket
at the Paris Air Show, that the intelligence community realized that it had erred
significantly in its assessment of the Soviet intercontinental ballistic missile
(ICBM). For one thing, as Taub had claimed two years earlier, the vehicle was
indeed shaped like an ice cream cone. One intelligence officer later wrote that the
discovery “jolted the U.S. scientific astronautics intelligence community into
awareness of many weaknesses in its evaluative processes.” Many of the mis-
takes were due to the assumption that the Soviet Union designed its rockets in a
similar manner to the United States, which was not true.*” The report noted:

In particular, the specific propellant combination employed by the system

was incorrectly determined because the volumetric ratio of the bi-liquid was

derived from a telemetry interpretation which assumed the sustainer tanks
were of the same diameter. [emphasis in the original]

It is not possible, based on the limited evidence available, to determine
how many of Taub’s conclusions were correct. Taub was right about both the
shape and weight of the rocket, but wrong about some of his other assumptions.
According to the article quoted above, not everyone involved in analyzing the
SS-6 agreed that the first stage tanks were cylindrical. It is entirely possible that
‘Taub reached the right conclusion for the wrong reason. In addition, the intelli-
gence community made several other false assumptions about the SS-6 that Taub
may have also made. The episode highlights that good information and expertise
is not sufficient; an intelligence assessment must constantly question its assump-
tions.

NASA also provided support to the CIA in other, minor ways. In January
1965, James Cunningham, who had been one of the CIA officials who briefed
Jim Webb about CIA intelligence capabilities, contacted Deputy Administrator
Dryden. Cunningham wanted to visit NASA to discuss NASA’s experience with

265



contractor Pratt and Whitney on the development of the RL-10 engine for the
Centaur upper stage. The CIA wanted to know about schedules, cost overruns,
and what to expect when dealing with Pratt and Whitney on hydrogen engines.™
Why the CIA was interested in this subject is unknown. The agency had con-
ducted some work on a high-altitude reconnaissance aircraft, code named
SUNTAN, in the mid-1950s, but had abandoned this work. However, by the mid-
1960s, the CIA was evaluating possible replacements to the A-12 OXCART
Mach 3 reconnaissance aircraft. The CIA was starting an aircraft program known
as ISINGLASS which used a Pratt & Whitney rocket engine.

Other CIA Analysis of Space Programs

The CIA, NSA, and other government agencies monitored Soviet space-
craft telemetry transmissions and attempted to interpret them. These intelligence
agencies did this in part to provide additional information for strategic weapons
assessment. For instance, knowing the payload weight of a craft launched to the
Moon could indicate the throw weight of the ICBM-derived rocket that launched
it. But several assessments clearly had no strategic weapons value and the CIA
and other agencies conducted them solely to assist NASA in its mission or to
achieve propaganda scoops on the Soviet Union.

A good example of CIA analysis to support NASA activities is a photo-
graphic assessment of Soviet manned launch equipment and facilities. In Decem-
ber 1963, the CIA’s National Photographic Interpretation Center (NPIC), which
was charged with evaluating satellite reconnaissance imagery, produced a report
on Soviet manned spaceflight launch facilities which had supported Yuri Gagarin
and later manned spaceflights. This report, somewhat unusually, was not based
primarily on satellite imagery. Instead, it relied on two Soviet propaganda films
that had been obtained by the agency, in addition to articles in two Soviet maga-
zines. It included some speculation about how the Soviet Union operated its
manned space launcher.’’

A clear example of intelligence information being used to achieve a propa-
ganda coup is the case of the images of the far side of the Moon transmitted from
the Soviet spacecraft Lunik 3 in October 1959. Jodrell Bank in England “cooper-
ated” with the CIA to obtain a picture from the Lunik 3. This picture was proba-
bly of a test pattern. Jodrell Bank was often used as a means of announcing So-
viet space achievements ahead of official Soviet announcements.*

Intelligence information could also assist NASA in its international role.
Photographs from Soviet meteorology satellites were also intercepted by the Na-
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tional Security Agency in 1962 and the CIA subsequently briefed NASA, which
was about to enter into an agreement with the Soviet Union to share weather
data.*®

In June 1966, the Technical Intelligence Division of the National Photo-
graphic Interpretation Center produced an analysis of the recent Soviet Luna 9
mission, which had landed a small payload on the Moon. The introduction to the
rcport stated that “the objective of the analysis was to provide information about
the photographic system, the spacecraft, and the lunar surface independent of
previously published Soviet and U.S. data.”*

NASA Intelligence Collection and Analysis

NASA conducted its own analyses of Soviet space achievements, using
unclassified sources. For instance, in October 1967, the Soviet Union conducted
a rendezvous of two unmanned space vehicles, Cosmos 186 and Cosmos 188.
Two NASA engineers in the Rendezvous Analysis Branch of the Manned Space-
craft Center’s Mission Planning and Analysis Division conducted an assessment
of the achievement using NORAD tracking data and Soviet press announce-
ments. They determined that “the lighting conditions appear to have been close to
what we would choose for a manned rendezvous.” But the approach from the
front and above was not optimum for manned braking because the astronauts
would be facing a rising Sun and sunlit Earth. But they added that “it is possible
that the lighting was actually chosen to facilitate the ground controlled TV-
monitored docking over Russia.”"'

NASA also used its extensive network of radio dishes around the world in-
tended for receiving signals from U.S. spacecraft to intercept Soviet telemetry.
The Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, California, conducted some of this
work. It remains unclear to what extent this research was funded by the Central
Intelligence Agency or the National Security Agency, which is responsible for
signals intelligence collection and analysis. The CIA and NSA may have sup-
plied specialized equipment and computers to analyze Soviet signals. But NASA
had a vested interest in snooping on Soviet lunar and planetary probes, for their
data could be used by NASA itself.

During the flight of Voskhod 2 in March 1965, NASA was able to monitor
Alexei Leonov’s heart rate and intercepted television signals from the spacecraft
(which were unfortunately unintelligible). Hugh Dryden wrote an extensive
summary of the mission and sent it to the White House.*

267



Later CIA Assessments of the Soviet Lunar Program

Naturally, although NASA officials were interested in many aspects of the
Soviet manned and unmanned space effort, their primary interest was certainly
the Soviet manned lunar program. The Soviet lunar project began launch site
construction at Tyura-Tam in the fall of 1963, and this construction was almost
immediately detected by U.S. CORONA reconnaissance satellites. However, for
several months in late 1963 and into early 1964, the nature of this construction
was unknown and NPIC photo-interpreters initially designated the construction
activity as a new “support area.”*

By April 1964, NPIC had declared that this construction was actually a
launch complex, which they designated “Complex J.” The CIA had designated
all launch complexes at Tyura-Tam according to an alphabetical sequence. The
R-7/SS-6 facility that launched Spuznik and Yuri Gagarin, for instance, was des-
ignated “Complex A” and additional facilities were designated B, C, D, and so
on.

Construction of two massive buildings was also detected in the CORONA
photography by the summer of 1964.* Apparently some confusion existed for
several months about the purpose of Complex J among the analysts of the Ballis-
tic Missiles and Space Division of the Office of Scientific Intelligence (OSI) at
the CIA. In October or November 1964, the Ballistic Missiles and Space Division
at OSI requested that NPIC compare Complex J with another Tyura-Tam com-
plex, Complex K, and with single silo ICBM sites at Zhengiz-Tobe and
Olovyanaya.*

The Chief of the Photographic Intelligence Division at NPIC reported:

The construction activity at Complex J does not resemble single silos at

Zhangiz-Tobe or Olovyanaya. The overall scope of activity and size of fa-

cilities being constructed at Complex J suggests a large and elaborate re-

search or space program, rather than the testing of strategic missile or
ICBM deployment concept.

According to a 1967 editorial in the trade magazine Aviation Week and
Space Technology, NASA officials had begun warning as early as 1964 that the
Soviet Union was developing a new rocket larger than the Saturn V.* Although
no evidence of this can be found in contemporary print media from 1964, the
story is consistent with the intelligence collection chronology. Clearly, a NASA
official who knew about satellite reconnaissance photos of Complex J was talk-
ing about them to people in the press, because the information on the new launch
complex had not yet been included in a National Intelligence Estimate.
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In January 1965 the CIA produced a new NIE on the Soviet space pro-
gram. The report stated: “We estimate that the Soviets also have under develop-
ment a very large booster with a thrust on the order of five million pounds. We
believe it unlikely that this vehicle will be flight-tested before 1967, but it is pos-
sible that such a test could occur in the latter half of 1966.” The report suggested
that such a booster may have been intended to orbit a large space station. But it
noted: “Considering the variety of techniques open to the Soviets for conducting
a manned lunar landing, such a new booster also could be used for this mis-
N 9947
sion.

The CIA document also stated: “It seems certain that the Soviets intend to
land a man on the moon sometime in the future, but there are at present no spe-
cific indications of any such project aimed at 1968-1969, i.e., intended to be
competitive with the U.S. Apollo project.”

One paragraph later, the CIA stated:

If the earth-orbit rendezvous technique were used, some one to three ren-

dezvous probably would be required, depending on the actual thrust of the

booster and Soviet success in reducing the weights of structures and com-
ponents below present levels. Thus a Soviet attempt at a manned lunar land-

ing in a period competitive with the present U.S. Apollo schedule cannot be

ruled out.

To compete in this fashion, however, the Soviets would have had to

make an initial decision to this effect several years ago and to have sus-

tained a high priority for the project in the ensuing period . . . The appear-

ance and non-appearance of various technical developments, economic con-

siderations, leadership statements, and continued commitments to other ma-

jor space missions all lead us to the conclusion that a manned lunar landing

ahead of the present Apollo schedule probably is not a Soviet objective.**

Throughout the next several years, CORONA and GAMBIT reconnais-
sance satellites continued to photograph the Tyura-Tam test range and watched
as the Soviet lunar rocket facilities were erected. By May 1965, CORONA pho-
tography revealed obvious large launch pad construction.

James Webb was kept aware of these developments, for they apparently
had a sobering effect on his optimism about NASA’s ability to beat the Soviet
Union to the Moon. In 1966, during the House Authorization Committee hear-
ings for NASA’s 1967 budget, Webb was asked if the Soviet Union might beat
NASA to the Moon. Webb replied: “In terms of what has happened in the past
ycar, | am more of this mind than I was a year ago.”

In March 1967, the CIA produced an updated version of its NIE assess-
ment of the Soviet space program. Compared to the 1965 NIE, it had increased
its estimate of the Soviet large booster. Whereas the 1965 document estimated
the thrust at 5 million pounds, the CIA increased this estimate to 8-16 million
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pounds, which was larger than the Saturn V’s 7.5 million pounds. It speculated
that such a rocket could use upper stages from the Proton rocket:
If such a combination were to be launched initially by about mid-1968, it
could be recady for manned space missions by about mid-1969. If the entire
vehicle is new, however, and uses conventional propellants in all its stages
(we define conventional propellants as those which have been used thus far

in the Soviet launch vehicles), it could probably not be man-rated before
1970 at the earliest.*

Only a few months before, NASA had suffered its most devastating blow,
with the deaths of three astronauts in the Apollo I fire. The recovery effort was
still underway and NASA officials did not have a clear idea of when they would
be able to attempt a Moon landing. Now, only a month-and-a-half later, the CIA
was indicating that the Soviet Union might try a landing by mid-1969.

This report was surprisingly accurate in its assessment of the Soviet sched-
ule, although many of its assumptions were wrong. Soviet designcrs never con-
sidercd using upper stages from the Proton, but Soviet plans around the same
time proposed a first flight in March 1968 and a manned lunar landing by no
sooner than the third quarter of 1969. Both the CIA assessment and the Soviet
development schedule assumed that the Soviet program would not suffer any de-
velopment problems. That was not a good assumption for either party.

The authors of the report concluded:

[In NIE 11-5-65] we cstimated that the Soviet manned lunar landing pro-

gram was probably not intended to be competitive with the Apollo program

as then projected, (i.c. aimed at the 1968-1969 time period). We believe

this is probably still the case. There is the possibility, however, that depend-

ing upon the present Soviet view of the Apollo timetable, they may feel that

there is some prospect of their getting to the moon first and they may press
their program in hopes of being able to do so.

In July 1967, in testimony on NASA’s 1968 budget before the Senatc
Committee on Appropriations, Webb was again asked about the Soviet space
program. He replied: “In my view, they are preparing to launch a booster with an
appropriate large payload that will be larger than the Saturn V and that will give
them the image and capability for the next several ycars of being ahead of the
U.S. program.”™' Webb’s information obviously came straight from NIE-11-1-
67.

In August, Webb testified before a closed session of a House Appropria-
tions subcommittee and stated: “We find ourselves in the position where even
[the Saturn V] with the rough equivalent power in the first stage of 6,000 Boeing
707 airplanes, the USSR is building a larger booster and will shortly, 1 believe, in
calendar year 1968, be flying a booster larger than the Saturn V.2
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After his July testimony, the press began to derisively refer to the new So-
viet rocket as “Webb’s Giant,” implying that it did not exist. Because Webb was
the only U.S. official mentioning this vehicle, and he was mentioning it in the
context of seeking more money for NASA, his critics obviously doubted that it
was real. Webb could not defend himself by referring to highly classified satellite
imagery, which at that time was not even officially acknowledged by the U.S.
government (and would not be for another 28 years).”

What the newly declassified intelligence information now indicates is that
Webb did have reason to worry, considering the information that he was given.
The CIA had declared that the Soviet lunar landing program was “not competi-
tive” in 1965. But its very existence had caused Webb to become more sober dur-
ing the 1966 congressional hearings. The CIA’s more grim 1967 assessment,
combined with NASA’s setback after the Apollo I fire, now apparently put the
Soviets back in the race, although barely. Furthermore, the 1967 CIA assessment
was that the Soviet lunar rocket was more powerful than the Saturn V, which
would have given the Soviet Union a long-term edge over the United States. This
fact, more than the schedule, apparently had a greater effect on Webb’s outlook
for the space race with the Soviet Union.

In October 1967, at a news conference in Houston, Texas, Webb was asked
about how much bigger the Soviet rocket was compared to the Saturn V. He re-
plied: “I am not able to be precise on that. I will simply state that in our view
from all that I have seen it is larger, has a larger capability by, shall I say, some
margin. I am not going to go beyond that statement—by some margin. The very
fact that it is larger is an important and significant thing in itself.”** Also in Oc-
tober 1967, NPIC produced an overall assessment of Complex J at Tyura-Tam.
Whether that report prompted Webb’s comments remains unknown. However, it
is known that the actual Soviet N-1 rocket was not seen until a CORONA mis-
sion spotted it in December 1967.

In April 1968, the CIA issued a “Memorandum to Holders” of its March
1967 National Intelligence Estimate. Because the CIA produced the space NIE
cvery other year instead of annually, this update was necessary to report any
changes. The NIE noted that “In the year since publication of NIE 11-1-67, the
Soviets have conducted more space launches than in any comparable pertod since
the program began.”** The report also stated:

Considering additional evidence and further analysis, we continue to esti-

mate that the Soviet manned lunar landing program is not intended to be

competitive with the U.S. Apollo program. We now estimate that the Sovi-

cts will attempt a manned lunar landing in the latter half of 1971 or in 1972,

and we believe that 1972 is the more likely date. The earliest possible date,
involving a high risk, failure-free program, would be late in 1970. In NIE
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11-1-67 we estimated that they would probably make such an attempt in the
1970-1971 period; the second half of 1969 was considered the earliest pos-
sible time.*®

In light of this, the report stated:

The Soviets will probably attempt a manned circumlunar flight both as a
preliminary to a manned lunar landing and as an attempt to lessen the psy-
chological impact of the Apollo program. In NIE 11-1-67, we estimated that
the Soviets would attempt such a mission in the first half of 1968 or the first
half of 1969 (or even as early as late 1967 for an anniversary spectacular).
The failure of the unmanned circumlunar test in November 1967 leads us
now to estimate that a manned attempt is unlikely before the last half of
1968, with 1969 being more likely. The Soviets soon will probably attempt
another unmanned circumlunar flight.

In other words, the CIA had slipped back the date of the earliest possible
Soviet lunar landing, making it possible, even probable, that NASA would land
there first. But it now raised the specter that the Soviet Union could fly around
the Moon first.

CIA assessments of the Soviet manned lunar landing program continued
throughout 1968 and 1969, and became increasingly detailed. By February 1969
NPIC reported that Complex J consisted of: “a launch area containing two rail-
served launch pads (Launch Pads J1 and J2) a missile assembly and checkout
facility, a spacecraft assembly and checkout facility.” It noted that construction
of the launch area was not yet complete. “From the size of the launch pads and
associated equipment it is evident that the complex will be used for launchings of
large space boosters.” The report also noted that “In [deleted mission date] and
again in [deleted mission date] a 335-foot missile was observed on Launch Pad
J1.

The first Soviet lunar rocket had been spotted on the pad in a CORONA
image in December 1967. The CIA referred to it as “the J vehicle.” The USAF
designated it “TT-15" or the 15th missile known to have been developed at Ty-
ura-Tam. Charles Sheldon, an analyst at the Congressional Research Service, a
support agency for the U.S. Congress, labeled it the “G” vehicle. The Soviet Un-
ion designated the vehicle as the N-1. In actuality, the CIA’s measurement of 335
feet was off by 35 feet, or 10 percent.

By April 1968 it was clear to intelligence analysts that the Soviet Union
was not going to beat the United States to a landing before the end of 1969 unless
NASA suffered another major setback. As this information became available to
Webb and other senior NASA officials, they naturally turned their attention to
the Soviet Zond circumlunar missions.
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Zond and the Apollo 8 Decision

There is one instance in the Apollo program where some authors have
claimed that NASA may have altered its schedule based on Soviet actions, spe-
cifically their Zond flights around the Moon. That instance was the decision to
launch Apollo 8 around the Moon. This was a bold act, for it was the second
launch of a manned Apollo spacecraft, and the first launch of a manned Saturn V.
Sending it to the Moon was certainly riskier than keeping the astronauts in or-
bit.**

But no good evidence has been supplied to support this theory. Although
intelligence documents on the Zond flight exist, and Webb and other NASA offi-
cials certainly responded with alarm to the November 1968 flight, there are no
documents or oral interviews demonstrating a firm linkage between concern
about Zond and the decision to fly Apollo 8 around the Moon.*®

The first mention of the possibility of a circumlunar mission for Apollo 8
appears to have been made in the spring of 1968. But there is no indication that
this suggestion was made because of intelligence information. The proposal
gained momentum during the summer, particularly when it became clear to
Apollo managers that the Command and Service Modules would be available on
time for Apollo &, but the Lunar Module (LM) would not be available. Apollo
officials could thus delay the mission, fly a less ambitious mission without the
LM, or take a slightly greater risk and make a circumlunar flight. They chose the
latter option.*

Intelligence Information and NASA Rhetoric and Budgeting

Although there is no evidence that intelligence information changed any
NASA schedules during the 1958-1968 period, there is ample information that it
affected NASA rhetoric and policy.

In mid-September 1968, the Soviet Union launched Zond 5 around the
Moon. The spacecraft was recovered on returning to Earth. The flight was widely
reported in the press and White House Science Advisor Donald Hornig was an-
gered by statements made by Webb, NASA Deputy Administrator Tom Paine,
and others, which he believed “have unnecessarily inflated the Soviet accom-
plishment and were undoubtedly motivated by their budgetary problems.”®'
Hornig felt that in the case of the Moon race, the United States was at least a year
ahead of the Soviet Union. Hornig wrote President Lyndon Johnson, who advised
him to drop the matter. (Hornig’s memo included three options at the end. John-
son ticked the one labeled “Drop the matter.”)
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An unsigned memorandum, possibly written by President Johnson, was
sent to Hornig in reply to his letter.”? The memo stated:

It is hard for me to believe that Jim Webb would make “unconscionable
statements” or be “motivated” entirely by budgetary problems. During each
of the past two budgetary preparation periods, he has carefully and respon-
sibly arranged to have before me the intelligence estimates and data on
which he based his serious concern regarding the USSR: the trend of the
Soviet program upward and the U.S. program downward that could produce
for the Soviets a base of competence that would provide options they could
take up and use to achieve both the image and reality of power and forward
motion. I know he now feels they are beginning to take up these options.

Instead of dropping the matter as Johnson suggested, Hornig apparently
took it to the Executive Secretary of the National Aeronautics and Space Council,
Edward Welsh. Welsh wrote a summary of the accomplishments of the Zond 5
mission and determined that: “As far as preparation for manned flight at lunar re-
entry speed is concerned, the U.S. is somewhat ahead of the Soviets.”® Welsh
then wrote the President on his own, stating: “Assertions that the United States is
trailing the USSR in space accomplishments and space capabilities are, in my
judgment, inaccurate.”*

On | October, Webb wrote President Johnson, defending his public com-
ments about the budget and noting that: “The Soviets show every indication of
continuing to build upon their capabilities to demonstrate their power in aeronau-
tics and to master space.” Webb continued: “We have the best of reasons to be-
lieve that the Soviets are nearing the end of a long developmental period in aero-
space technology which will give them the ability to advance significantly ahead
of us in space and challenge us in important arcas of aeronautics.”®

On 2 October, Webb followed this up with another letter to Johnson where
he stated: “The importance that 1 have attached to the successful circumlunar
flight of the Sovict Zond V derives not from the feat itsclf but from the confirma-
tion it gives to accumulating mission successes as indications that the USSR is
thrusting forward across a broad spectrum.” Webb continued: “As 1 told the
press, the mission represented in my view ‘the most important demonstration to
date of all the capabilities required for operations around the earth and outward to
the moon and planets—in other words, all the capabilities for any purpose in
space.”®

President Johnson suggested that Webb and Welsh sit down and discuss
their disagreement, which they did. As a result, Webb wrote a final letter to the
President on 5 October 1968, in which he indicated that he and Welsh had en-
gaged in a friendly chat. Webb stated: “The real difference between us is, I be-
lieve, in how to appraisc our present situation with reference to that of the USSR.
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Dr. Welsh uses, as a basis of measurement, what has been accomplished by the
United States to date, including accomplishments by the Department of Defense.
My statements have been based on a present and growing capability in the USSR
for future use, as demonstrated by USSR accomplishments such as the Zond 5
flight.”®

What this little incident demonstrates is that the intelligence did have an ef-
fect on NASA, particularly James Webb. But it also indicates that the intelligence
information on the Soviet space program was sufficiently ambiguous that differ-
cnt people with access to it could reach different conclusions. Welsh and Hornig
interpreted the intelligence far more conservatively and did not feel that the So-
viet Union was competitive with the U.S. lunar program. But they were in es-
sence viewing the issue from a different perspective than Webb—-solely in terms
of achieving the immediate goals of a circumlunar flight and a manned lunar
landing. Webb never indicated that he felt the intelligence demonstrated that the
Soviet Union would beat the United States to the Moon, but he did feel that it
indicated that they would soon have an overall lead in space capability. In other
words, the Moon landing was not the end of the race in Webb’s view, only a ma-
Jjor milestone in an ongoing race. Simply put, Webb’s view was compatible with
that of Welsh and Hornig; they simply did not recognize it yet.

But Webb was virtually alone in this view outside of NASA, where many
other Johnson administration officials had other priorities and saw the lunar land-
ing as the end of the finish line of the space race. The political environment had
shifted considerably since 1961, and Johnson, Welsh, Hornig, and many others
did not care if the Soviet Union would eventually surpass the United States in
space capability as long as the United States beat them to the Moon. By the time
this argument occurred, Webb had already announced his resignation, and he left
NASA later in October.®® Neither the 4pollo 8 circumlunar flight nor the Apollo
/1 Moon landing happened on his watch.

The one person in the White House who most definitely was not upset by
Webb’s comments was President Johnson himself. Following the Zond 5 flight
and Webb’s comments to the press, Johnson’s National Security Advisor Walt
Rostow wrote a Top Secret memo on 24 September 1968—before either Hornig
or Welsh complained. Someone hand-wrote on the bottom of the note: “Pres
doesn’t consider anything Webb says as irresponsible. It’s those pipsqueeks.”® It
is not clear if it was Johnson or the author who used the term “pipsqueeks,” or
who they were referring to, but it may have been members of the press who re-
ported Webb’s remarks. In any event, the sentiment was clear.

In early December 1968, the Acting NASA Administrator, Thomas Paine,
wrote to the Director of Central Intelligence, Richard Helms, requesting updated
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“estimates, reports, or memoranda covering, if possible, projections of Soviet
activities and achievements in the areas of interest to NASA.” Paine continued:
“I am particularly interested in having a feel for the ‘earliest likely’ and ‘most
probable’ dates for certain key activities which parallel our own program plan-
ning.”" Slightly less than two months later, Helms sent over the requested mate-
rial and Paine asked one of his aides to prepare an initial analysis of the USSR
projections “in a matrix-type format which will compare” current and alternative
NASA programs.”'

The change in management at NASA did not affect the agency’s desire for
intelligence information to continue pursuing the space race with the Soviet Un-
ion.”” The CIA-NASA relationship continued.

Conclusion

Unfortunately, although a significant amount of new documentation on the
relationship between NASA and the CIA during the Cold War has emerged in the
past several years, it still only allows us to sketch the broad outlines of their in-
teraction. For instance, we still do not know how many times the NASA-CIA
advisory committees met, or what they discussed. We do not have any of the in-
ternal CIA assessments of the Soviet manned space program after 1963. We also
do not know what kinds of technical studies NASA performed for the CIA, only
that they occurred. And we do not know what value NASA technical assistance
was to the CIA.

But it is possible to draw firmer conclusions about NASA’s use of CIA in-
telligence information, if only based on circumstantial evidence, as opposed to
direct testimony from Webb or his senior staff. From the available data we now
know;

. James Webb and probably his senior advisors were all given access to
high-level raw intelligence information, including satellite photography,
and not simply the biannual National Intelligence Estimates.

. NASA officials did not overestimate Soviet capabilities on their own, but
based their conclusions on sometimes inaccurate intelligence information.
James Webb’s comments about the Soviet space effort were consistent
with what the CIA was telling him.

. Top NASA officials, probably Webb, leaked intelligence information to
the press.

o Different people interpreted ambiguous intelligence information in differ-
ent ways.
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. There is no firm and overriding evidence to support the conclusion that the
Apollo 8 decision was based on intelligence information about the Soviet
Zond missions.

J The end-of-decade goal for Apollo overwhelmed any intelligence consid-
erations. Schedule was the primary driver of Apollo in all cases.

. Although intelligence information did not affect the Apollo schedule, it did
have an effect on space program planning, although Webb was unable to
gain the funding he needed to maintain the level of activity he thought nec-
essary to maintain pace with the Soviet Union.

NASA'’s experience using intelligence information is not significantly dif-
ferent from other government agencies during this time period. Government offi-
cials found that CIA intelligence information was useful for longer-term plan-
ning, such as procurement decisions, but much less useful for daily operational
decisions. The CIA was looking through a glass darkly, trying to determine what
the Soviet Union was doing, and often never gaining a full understanding of the
country’s activities. The primary intelligence tool, satellite reconnaissance, also
took days to return useful data. Even the best intelligence information had gaps
and frequently arrived too late for real-time decisions. In NASA’s case, the
agency was usually moving as fast as it could to beat the Soviet Union to the
Moon and did not have much additional flexibility in its schedule. Better intelli-
gence was not going to allow NASA to move any faster.
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