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THE HiSTORY AND LEGACY OF WiLLY LEY’S ROCKETS, 1944-1968

By Jared S. Buss

Abstract:

This article examines the history of science
writer/historian Willy Ley’s seminal clas-
sic, Rockets, Missiles, and Space Travel.
By exploring the origins, publication, and
revisions of the book, it will analyze Ley’s
changing perspectives on rockets. This
task showcases scveral tensions at play,
from Ley’s attitude toward “war rockets”
to his status as an “outsider,” relying on the
ex-Peenemiinders  for  information.
Overall, this article puts the book into a
historical context that enriches our under-
standing of Ley’s influence on both the
public and the field of spaceflight history.

* % %

If one person deserves the title of
chief publicist of the “Space Age,” it was
science writer Willy Ley. Not only influen-
tial in Weimar Germany, he also became
one of the most famous space advocates in
the United States. His best-selling The
Congquest of Space (1949) created an inter-
national sensation, due to its educational
text and beautiful illustrations by artist
Chesley Bonestell. Ley produced many
similar books for adult and juvenile audi-
ences. Yet, unlike Conquest and other
books, there is one work that Ley constant-
ly edited and revised: his classic Rockets,
later expanded to Rockets, Missiles, and
Space Travel and other vaniations. From
its initial publication in 1944, Rockets
went through 21 printings and 4 significant
revisions. Historian Roger D. Launius
labeled the book as “one of the most sig-
nificant textbooks available...on the possi-
bility of space travel.”! Indeed, it was
“the” book on rockets in English. In read-
able prose, Rockets educated readers about
the history of rockets, the present “'state” of
the “field,” and the future.

Ley’s Rockets also had a lasting
impact on spaceflight history. As historian
Michael J. Neufeld has argued, “Ley...

more than anyone else founded space his-
tory in the English-speaking world.”2
Rockets was his “opus.” Its narrative and
perspective influenced much secondary lit-
erature. For example, as scholar Asif S.
Siddiqi has noted, Ley’s representations of
key visionaries and their accomplishments
privileged the role of individual genius
over states and institutions. His synthesis
of “prophets with some honor,” with their
“steps” in the right direction had a lasting
impact on the field. Siddigi argued: “So
powerful was this synthesis that to this day,
almost all history books on space explo-
ration begin by invoking Tsiolkovsky,
Oberth, and Goddard—and then move to
von Braun's team.” Although Ley’s use of
“TGO” narratives can be exaggerated,
Siddigqi is right to point to Ley’s synthetic
approach.3

Ley’s work also had a darker legacy.
Ley fled Germany in early 1935. His post-
war revisions of Rockets aimed to tell the
“full story” of the Nazi V-2 rocket. He
relied on information provided by ex-
Peenemiinders,  especially = Walter
Domberger and Wemher von Braun. With
the primary goal of exciting and educating
readers, Ley popularized a glorified and
incomplete history of the V-2. As Neufeld
explains, Ley provided “a sanitized history
of Nazi rocket activities palatable to
Western audiences during the Cold War.™4
Historians have struggled to uncover the
truth behind the stories told to Ley. They
can still do more to verify Ley’s memoirs,
which offered a self-serving account of his
activities as an anti-Nazi advocate,
opposed to the militarization of rocketry.
For example, German editor of science fic-
tion and utopian novels Dr. Wolfgang Both
discovered that Ley joined the Nazi Party
in 1925 before becoming either disillu-
sioned or disinterested in 1928. After 1928,
Ley’s ties to leftist, anti-Nazi publications
increased.>

Historians may be tempted to keep a
cool distance from their founding fathers.
Often, founding fathers wrote history
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backward. Their arguments now reek of
telcology and ““Whig history.” Many histo-
rians are wary of narratives of heroes and
villains, as well as glorified accounts of the
“steps” in the right direction. For example,
scholar De Witt Douglas Kilgore critiques
the “‘public apologists for the value of sci-
ence,” along with their technological
notions of progress.® For Kilgore, Ley is
an example of an “astrofutunist” who
blended manifest destiny, teleological
arguments, and faith in technoscience.
Thus, there are many reasons to be wary of
Ley’s Rockets. The book was an influen-
tial, albeit flawed historical account. Yet,
as this article will demonstrate, there are
also good reasons to explore and histon-
cize Ley’s contributions. This article takes
a closer look at the work, its evolution, and
its legacy. By exploring the origins, publi-
cation, and revisions of the book, we can
examine Ley’s changing perspectives on
rockets and space travel. This task high-
lights the tensions at play, from Ley’s atti-
tude toward “war rockets” to his status as
an ‘“outsider,” relying on the ex-
Peenemiinders for information. Overall,
this article puts the book into a historical
context that enriches our understanding of
Ley’s influence on both the public and the
field of spaceflight history. It will demon-
strate that Ley’s Rockets was the most
influential book in spreading the “gospel”
of spaceflight. The book also put forth nar-
rative tropes that would influence the field
of space history for decades. From the con-
flation of missiles and spaceships to the
glorification of engineers and explorers,
these tropes influenced the field.
Historians have long recognized these
tropes. By identifying Rockets as a key
source of influence, historians can further
overcome clichés and problematic narra-
tives.

The Origins of Rockets

In 1927, prior to the founding of
German Society for Space Travel (Verein
fir Raumschiffahrt or VfR), Ley dined



with spaceflight advocate Max Valier. Ley
remembered, “Valier suggested that I
might check whether rockets had a use in
history other than as mere fireworks...
[which was] a fact scarcely suspected
before.”” This challenge intrigued Ley.
He had already published Die Fahrt ins
Weltall (Journey into Space, 1926), which
popularized the theories of Hermann
Oberth.8 Ley then ventured into Berlin
libraries to research the history of powder
rockets. Additionally, Ley began writing
other historical works, after editing a col-
lection of essays. With the goal of combin-
ing history and prophecy, Ley revised Die
Fahrt ins Weltall in 1929. The new edition
put the rocket into a historical context. In
fact, the history of the rocket was “a story
all its own.™® Although the text still made
a case for Oberth’s theories and impor-
tance, it also showcased an international
set of founding fathers. Whereas Ley’s
1928 edited collection expressed a nation-
alistic hope “that from this German rocket
book a German space ship will emerge,”
his 1929 book presented an international
history of progress, before the scientific
scene was torn to shreds by the Great
War.10 For Ley, it was time to rebuild net-
works. While nationalism and futurism
came together during the “‘rocketry fad,”
Ley fostered scientific internationalism
through correspondence and publications.
He was also reaching a larger audience,
particularly with the premiere of the film
Frau im Mond (The Woman in the Moon,
1929). Both Ley and Oberth served as con-
sultants. Evidence suggests that Ley great-
ly influenced director Fritz Lang, while
Oberth was contracted for his name and a
publicity rocket.1!

Ley continued to research the histo-
ry of rocketry in the early 1930s, a period
of “success, failure, and politics.” On the
one hand, there were hopeful signs. With
the establishment of “Raketenflugplatz
Berlin” as a site of experimentation, rock-
etry progressed. Overall, 1931 was a year
of progress. Ley remembered, “every-
thing, or most everything, went fine.”
Allegedly, the site produced 87 rocket
flights and more than 270 static tests. On
the other hand, the scene had been deterio-
rating for some time. Valier had almost
sabotaged the cause through publicity
stunts with rocket cars. The VfR’s publica-
tion, Die Rakete, could not continue.

Publicity from the movie had been short-
lived. Additionally, Oberth resigned his
presidency of the Society, and Major
Hans-Wolf von Dickhuth-Harrach accept-
ed the job. Ley later expressed anger about
military leadership, stating that it “pro-
duced all the groundwork for a psycholog-
ical explosion which I postponed as long
as possible.”12

Additionally, engineer Rudolf Nebel
became the “de facto” leader. Ley despised
his tactics and personality. His negative
view of Nebel is reflected consistently in
his first autobiographical articles. Ley per-
ceived Nebel as a master manipulator who
disrupted meetings with “politics.” Nebel
was also “a professed militarist” who “suf-
fered from an inferiority complex of great
magnitude.” Nebel criticized Ley for shar-
ing information with the American Rocket
Society. He also attempted to militarize the
agenda, while donning a swastika. Nebel
either “sulked or dominated the meeting...
in a loud and accented voice, surprisingly
like Hitler’s.” Nebel also “discredited him-
self and the whole society by making
untenable assertions.” There werc serious
consequences to Nebel’s attempts to mili-
tarize the agenda. Ley recalled: “And then
I saw that we were no longer ‘in all the
rooms.” Somebody else was there: the
busily plotting German army...and some
of Oberth’s and Nebel’s claims worked
nicely into their hands.” He added, “Both
had talked and written a lot about war
rockets, and many people had believed.”
Ley remembered, “everything collapsed at
once.” Nebel had betrayed the cause: “The
program of the V{R had been entirely dif-
ferent...aimed at the creation of the space-
ship as the ultimate goal.”13

Prior to the collapse of the group,
Ley fought these developments. During
the early half of 1932, he spent much time
studying ballistics, trajectories, and
weapons. He was on a newfound quest to
scientifically debunk the *“war rocket™ as
promoted by Oberth and Nebel. His “long
study” convinced him that “rockets in bat-
tle can never be as efficient as guns in bat-
tle...[while] the bombing airplane can
carry an immensely superior load.” In
Ley’s view, war rockets had always been
ineffective weapons of war, compared to
traditional tactics.14 Yet, at the moment
when Ley stood ready to debunk war rock-
ets, the situation deteriorated further. Ley
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Willy Ley.
Credit: National Air and Space Museum

recalled: “everything...was rapid decline.”
Progress had stalled. Several individuals
had almost disappeared from the scene.
The Nazi seizure of power in early 1933
also dramatically altered the situation.
From a Gestapo raid on the
Raketenflugplatz in late 1933 to an April
1934 censorship decree by the Propaganda
Ministry, the situation became untenable
for amateur experimenters or publicists.
Some individuals, including Nebel and a
younger popularizer named Werner
Briigel, were arrested for publicity-related
activities. The group of amateur experi-
menters was forcefully silenced. Publicity
became impossible. As Neufeld summa-
rized, “From the standpoint of the public,
rocketry disappeared in 1934 because of
the  imposition of  censorship.”
Experimenters *“found themselves under
subtle or blatant pressure from the new
police state.”15

In Ley’s perspective, totalitarianism
demanded secrecy, state control, and the
persecution of scientists and engineers.
Thus, Ley viewed the state as detrimental
to a scientific cause, which required inter-
national cooperation and publicity. If his
later articles are accurate, he also associat-
ed the rise of Nazism with the rise of pseu-
doscience.!® Nazism, irrational politics,
and cultist “nonsense” poisoned
Germany’s scientific well. The situation
became desperate. Scientific international-
ism became dangerous. Ley believed that
his correspondence with the foreign rocket
societies was being monitored.!”
Carefully and cryptically, he coordinated
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his escape with the help of foreign rocket soci-
eties. Using the disguise of a journalistic trip,
Ley departed for a brief stay in Liverpool and
London, before sailing for New York City in
February 1935. He planned to continue his activ-
ities in a new country.

Initially, it was difficult to excite the
American public about a future of interplanetary
travel. After unspectacular stunts with a mail-
rocket-plane, Ley hunted for a new investor.!8
An article also claimed that Ley had just finished
writing his first book in English, called The
Attack on the Stratosphere. Although this manu-
script remained unpublished, Ley established
himself as a rocket expert by eaming a “precari-
ous living” as a freelance writer of science fic-
tion and “science fact.” Very quickly, the pulps
labeled him “the foremost authority on rocketry
in America.” His role as a technology expert
increased during the war, when he served as a
science editor for the leftist “‘picture magazine”
PM. His “‘war weapons” articles often attempted
to debunk rockets as potential *“wonder
weapons.” At best, war rockets would be tools of
“propaganda” or “super mine throwers.” Rockets
could, however, be effective spaccships.l9

Rockets: The Future of Travel Beyond the
Stratosphere (1944)

In 1943, Ley wrote “The End of the
Rocket Society,” a two-part article for
Astounding Science Fiction. By the spring of
1944, this autobiographical account had grown
into a book: Rockets: The Future of Travel
Beyond the Stratosphere.zo Rockets framed the
history of rocketry from early theories of a plu-
rality of worlds to recent engineering accom-
plishments. Ley wrote,

It is the story of a great dream, if you wish,
which probably began many centuries ago on
the islands off the coast of Greece. It has been
dreamt again and again ever since...It has
been dreamt all over the earth, in places rang-
ing from quiet libraries to noisy machine
shops. And everyone who thought about that
dream added a little knowledge.

Ley added, “It is also a story of continuous
progress, one small step here and another one
there.” Not only was it a story of a dream, but
also it was the history of a technology that
“evoked different ideas in the minds of people at
different times.” The rocket had long fluctuated
between two extremes: “the grim weapon of war
and the instrument of amusement in a carefree
period.” Yet, this dual identity was suddenly
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“unimportant” for Ley. Although “there will be
war rockets and amusement rockets in the future
too,” he argued, “there will be bigger and more
important applications than either of these two.”
Writing many months before the V-2 rockets fell
on London, Ley predicted, ““And as for war rock-
ets, in spite of some spectacular applications in
the present war most of their story lies in the
past.” Ley concluded, “I’m going to speak about
spaceships. ...they’ll exist."2!

An entertaining and popular history of sci-
ence follows. For example, Ley depicted the
“Dark Ages” as a time of intellectual stagnation.
Ley wrote,

It literally came to a point where thinkers
set out with the notion that all wisdom could
be found in the Bible, all astronomy in the
Almagest, and all science in the writings of
Aristotle. Not only was it simply forbidden to
teach anything that contradicted or diverged
from Aristotle’s statements, it was also denied
that there was anything that Aristotle had not
known.

Due to close-minded deference to an
authority or institution, science was at a stand-
still. It would remain stagnant until “the astro-
nomical revolution™ of Copemicus, who created
“a new picture of the world,” further developed
by Galileo and Kepler. Ley caricatured “the”
Scientific Revolution as an age of bold experi-
mentation, fearless explorers, and anti-authori-
tarian scientists who spoke truth to power. It was
also a new age of fantasy and imagination, which
are vital components to scientific progress.22

This combination of science and pure
imagination takes the narrative quickly into the
nineteenth-century “decades of great dreams.”
Ley explores the cultural history of hoaxes, par-
ticularly Sir John Herschel’s alleged discovery of
vegetation, unicoms, and “bat-men and bat-
women” on the Moon. Then came the actual
astronomical discoveries of the late nineteenth
century: a primordial Venus and an advanced
Mars, crisscrossed by strange ‘“‘canals.”
Suddenly, “the nineteenth century became the
era of the greatest astronomical dreams.” Popular
science and popular literature complemented
each other. Science, imagination, and media had
each contributed a new age of telescopic explo-
ration. It was almost incidental that flourishing
and cosmopolitan media thrived on controver-
sies and hoaxes. Science, in the end, was self-
correcting. What mattered most was public sup-
port for exploration. Science flourished in an
open, cosmopolitan, and free public sphere, in



spite of opportunities for “cranks.” So long
as an institution or the state did not enforce
“dogma,” the scientist could explore and
the public could consume.23

The subsequent chapters presented a
detailed history and discussion of rockets.
In clear and direct language, Ley explained
the how, why, and when of rockets. He also
cvaluated the contributions of different
theorists and engineers, with the aim of
establishing a clear chain of events regard-
ing the development and progression of
the “'science.” The most dramatic chapters
are called “The Battle of the Formulae”
and “Success, Failure, and Politics,” which
read like a tell-all history of the VR and
Raketenflugplatz Berlin. In addition to
depicting Nebel as the villain of the story,
Ley depicted Oberth as a bnlliant, yet
occult-minded proto-Nazi. His “mystic
inclination naturally transformed Oberth
into a Nazi.” Ley even claimed, “I have it
in writing from his own hand that...
{Oberth] denounced me to his Nazi superi-
or.” The text also indicates just how little
Ley knew of von Braun’s activities. The
book contains only one passing mention of
2 “Count von Braun™ as a “member of the
board of directors.” Ley believed most of
von Braun’s “tale, pieced together and
condensed.” The Army *“had stopped
research completely and given him a dull
routine job.” The moral of the story was
rather simple. Nationalism and politics had
intervened and stunted scientific progress.
For future innovation in spaceflight, poli-
tics had to get out of the way. Rocketry
must flourish in an open, cosmopolitan,
and international scene.24

The concluding chapters of the book
discuss possible future innovations, from
meteorological instruments to cosmic voy-
ages. Ley pleaded for a patron in the
United States to fund experimentation. He
even outlined a budget of “$2000-$3000
per month for a period of not less than two
but not more than three years” for a mete-
orological rocket to be “realized.” Ley also
campaigned for a *rocket into cosmic
space.” He argued, “thc problem, while
difficult, is not even half as difficult as
most pcople imagine.” There would be a
relatively easy progression from a meteo-
rological rocket to a spaceship and a “ter-
minal in space.” He argued, “The idea of
space travel has by now reached a rather
high state of perfection. .. It looks as if that

great old dream is not a dream after all. It
is something that can be done.” Lastly, the
book answered the question of “Why
should we try for space travel?” A “simple
answer” is presented: “Somebody has got
to start at some time, and we may as well
get the glory for our own century.” Ley
also stressed that the costs of the first voy-
ages would be offset. “Anything lunar,” he
predicted, “will bring fabulous prices.”
While the ultimate payout was knowledge,
Ley predicted that the discoveries made on
a station could possibly “pay for every-
thing.” The text implied that further
“decades of great dreams” would ensure
tremendous scientific discoveries and
technological breakthroughs.25

Howard E. McCurdy asserts that
Ley’s Rockets “was an instant success,”
but this claim overestimates the success of
the first edition.26 Viking Press did not
heavily promote it. The book met with an
enthusiastic, albeit limited reception. A
reviewer for The Scientific Monthly stated,
“He has written a good book.” Science
writer Waldemar Kaempffert reviewed it
for the New York Times. “Though the head
of Willy Ley may be somewhere in inter-
stellar space,” Kaempffert asserted, “his
feet are on the Earth.” Kaempffert com-
mended the thoroughness of the book,
before he criticized Ley’s optimism.
Kaempffert also critiqued Ley’s portrait of
the “Dark Ages.” Nevertheless,
Kaempffert reviewed the merits of the text,
while expressing excitement for the future.
Newsweek also remarked on Ley’s obses-
sion with rockets: “Scoffing didn’t bother
Ley. His thinking was miles ahead of actu-
al rocket development then or now, but his
predictions were sublimely confident.” A
reviewer for Science News Letter called
Ley “an excellent master of written
words...[who] is tempering his dreams,
however, fiery, with the solid facts of
physics and the cold restraint of mathemat-
ics.” Astronomer Robert S. Richardson
called it “a masterful and fascinating
account of fact more exciting than fiction.”
The technology inspired awe and wonder.
The rocket of the future would be a space-
ship.27

The Shock of V-2

Nearly four months after the publi-
cation of Rockets, a mysterious weapon hit
London. Ley received a visit from aero-
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nautical engineer A. V. Cleaver, who had
inside knowledge of the large rocket mis-
siles, then still classified. Ley dismissed
the rumors entirely. Cleaver recalled,

I was astonished to find that, for some
reason, he had decided that the mimours
were a lot of nonsense. He spent much
time and effort assuring me that his ex-
countrymen were most unlikely to have
developed such a weapon...I argued
weakly against these conclusions...I
forbore to tell him that...I could describe
the rocket to him if he would only
listen!28

Other accounts claim: “[Ley] then
said that, if the rumors were true, ‘a young
man called von Braun’ might be responsi-
ble.”2? Ley did not believe reports until
November when both Churchill and Hitler
spoke publicly.30 Still, Ley had doubts
about conflicting reports. As an expert on
weapons, Ley had legitimate reasons to
doubt the military value of a long-range
missile. Why would the Nazis turn to fire
arrows amid fire bombings? In Ley’s per-
spective, no known payload justified the
military value of war rockets.3!

In a January 1945 article, Ley
argued, “The military value of this weapon
is small...any hit scored by the V-2 is pure-
ly accidental and completely unpre-
dictable.™32 He concluded: “V-2, there-
fore can be characterized as an extraordi-
nary example of engineering and research
but also as a military flop...V-2 lacks accu-
racy, completely..” Aside from this short
article, Ley was reluctant to comment. Ley
spent many weeks collecting information.
Then, he wrote an exclusive article for
Astounding Science Fiction. The editor
introduced the article, V-2 Rocket Cargo
Ship,” by claiming, “Willy Ley knows
rockets—and German rocket engineers.
He can, and docs, identify the man who
designed V-2.” Ley asserted, “The full
story of the German rocket research labo-
ratory ncar Peenemiinde...will never be
written. There will be nobody alive who
can write it.” Despite the unknowns, Ley
asserted, “Everything about it spells out
OBERTH in capital letters.” The article
added, *“We cannot hope to take
Peenemiinde. .. The Nazis will see to it that
everything will be utterly destroyed.” Ley
argued, “Barring miracles we will not be



able to continue for peaceful purposes what
the Germans started with war in mind.
But...Peenemiinde proved that it can be
done "33

The United States needed a rocket
expert, and Ley spent much time in 1945
and early 1946 trying to establish himself as
an engineer of the Washington Institute of
Technology. When he learned that many V-
2 “scientists” had been relocated under
“Project Paperclip,” Ley was attempting to
get a Navy conwact for meteorological
rockets. He found military bureaucracy
maddening. On 5 May 1946, he received a
letter from Col. Cal Lanning, which read
“Dear Willy, we aren’t having much luck
getting you into the Navy rocket picture.”
Ley voiced his anger to his closest Navy-
insider/friend, author Robert A. Heinlein:
“So far, unfortunately, nothing has worked
out...I was supposed to interrogate the cap-
tured German rocket experts—impossible. 1
am not invited anywhere for anything.” He
added: “Apparently there is some higher-up
bozo somewhere who...prefers to deal with
genuine captured Nazis instead.”3% 1In a
later letter, he added, “I only hope that the
U.S. Army will not suddenly find him [von
Braun] ‘charming’ in addition to being use-
ful 35

Throughout 1946, Ley collected more
information as he revised Rockets. He
expressed his frustrations to Heinlein: “[ am
writing only one single damn thing these
days, the revisions of ROCKETS [sic] for
the fourth printing. Every time I have a
chapter done somebody releases something
and [ have to start over again.”36 By
December, most of the revisions were fin-
ished, before a reunion with Wemher von
Braun changed the situation. They met for
an evening of wine and shoptalk. In a letter
to a friend, Ley spoke of the tension in the
room: “I intentionally took no notes during
the conversation, so that it did not seem like
an interrogation.”37 Yet, Ley memorized
von Braun’s comments. Aside from learning
as much as possible about the V-2, Ley
learned other facts. Most noteworthy was
Ley’s judgment: “! found no reason to
regard v.B. as an outspoken anti-Nazi. But
just as little, if not even less, did I find him
to be a Nazi. In my opinion, the man simply
wanted to build rockets. Period.”38 [t was
time to revise history.

Rockets and Space Travel (1947)

In February 1947, Viking published a
revised and expanded edition of Rockets,
now titled Rockets and Space Travel: The
Future of Flight Beyond the Stratosphere.39
In a new foreword, Ley explained the new
title: “This is a book about rockets and
about the idea of interplanetary travel, and I
wish to emphasize that these two things
belong together.” He also stated, “Because
it is my firm conviction that rocket research
will lead to the realization of that great old
dream and because I see little value in any
rocket research which states that it is not
supposed to lead to that goal, I have written
this book.” On the one hand, Ley still down-
played the evolution of “war rockets” by
arguing that space travel was the goal. He
presented the V-2 as “merely the begin-
ning.” Soon, *“the spaceship will follow...
one day in the future. Possibly in a future
not too distant.” On the other hand, he
removed the passage that claimed that the
story of the war rocket “lies in the past.” He
also removed a passage that stated, “The
modem war rockets do not replace artillery
in any way; they merely augment it.’

Ley made several small revisions to
the existing chapters. The organization of
the book remained the same, apart from the
inclusion of two new chapters called “The
Rockets of the Second World War” and
“Peenemiinde!” Ley’s narrative surround-
ing the V-2 is interesting and revealing.
Mostly, it indicates what he did not know
about the production and technical details.
Instead, the chapter illustrates a science
writer’s catalogue of all known facts, told
from the perspective of the Allies. Ley did
not evaluate the V-2 in kind terms, although
he glorified the broader implications. The
V-2 was “not fully developed™ and “showed
a number of glaring imperfections.” He
added, “A ‘usable state’ was good enough
for the hard-pressed  Germans.”
Nevertheless, the V-2, in spite of its failure
to alter the course of the Second World War,
“transformed the face of war for all time to
come.™!

Ley’s “knowledge of the people who
worked at Peenemiinde [and] the back-
ground of the V-2 project” became a key
selling point42 In retrospect, his knowl-
edge in 1947 was minimal. However, there
are a few passages that indicate last-minute
revisions of the text, likely based on his 6
December 1946 meeting with von Braun.
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As one would expect, von Braun’s role in
the days of early experimentation is bol-
stered. Ley described him as “a young man
who showed great promise.” Ley also
depicted the elevation of von Braun to the
board of directors as a scheme by Nebel “to
gain access to army circles.” Ley casually
grouped von Braun with Nebel as preferring
long-distance rockets *“(for military purpos-
es).” Additionally, Ley removed von
Braun’s “tale” about having a routine job.
Instead, von Braun accepted a commission
that “in the end led to the design of the V-2.”
He also doubted one of von Braun’s claims
about quickly converting the German Army
to liquid fuels. Ley attributed this claim to
“a certain amount of self-glorification.”
Nevertheless, von Braun is descnibed as
“the man actually in charge of the construc-
tion of V-2.” He added, “von Braun went in
for experimentation on a large scale, against
the wishes of the Nazis and even of Hitler
himself.” Ley also told this story:

During 1943 Count von Braun went
to see Hitler at his headquarters at the
eastern front. With him he had rolls of
film, documenting the research work
done. Apparently both von Braun (who
happens to look like the picture of the
“perfect Aryan Nordic” invented by the
Nazis) and his films impressed Hitler suf-
ficiently to make him change his mind.
He ordered mass production.

Otherwise, Ley relied more heavily
on newspaper accounts than information
from the ex-Peenemiinders. Yet, his narra-
tive was the first step toward a “sanitized
history of Nazi rocket activities™#2 As
Neufeld argues, Ley knew little about the
atrocities “due to a deliberate policy of
silence by the ex-Peenemiinders and the
U.S. government.™ Ley was trying to be
objective, yet, he inadvertently crafted a
narrative that served von Braun’s interests.
For example, the text assumed that the
development of the V-2 occurred at the iso-
lated research center and moved into mass
production “throughout Germany” after the
RAF bombing of Pecnemiinde.44 The text
displays no awareness of the use of concen-
tration camp labor in the production of V-2s.

Other changes to the text indicate
Ley’s increasing focus on the application of
atomic power to rocketry, as well as the
future uses of war rockets. Here, the text



reflected an enormous change in Ley’s
evaluation of missile weapons. Prior to the
atomic bomb, he told the public to “KEEP
CALM!” due to the balance between
offensive and defensive weaponry. Now,
Ley could offer no valid counterargument
to the “prophets of doom.” The atomic
bomb had altered his perceptions of the
ballistic missile. As early as February
1946, he argued, “Couple V-2 and the
atomic bomb (it can be done today) and
you have a destroyer of cities against
which there is no defense.” In the new edi-
tion of Rockets, Ley admitted, “But all
these arguments pro and con are invalid
now; they have been cut short by the atom-
ic bomb.” Although the V-2 remained
inaccurate, “it becomes the final weapon if
it carries an atomic bomb...there is no
defense.”5

The revised text also began to reflect
the broader context of the Cold War.
Although Ley mostly avoided discussing
the military applications of space tech-
nologies, the implications of the text were
obvious. In fact, science writer Martin
Gardner reflected on the book in The
Scientific Monthly. He wrote, “Now...it is
evident that space travel is only a few
years away and that the first nation to
establish a military base on the Moon will
dominate the Earth.”6 For the most part,
Ley did not use this Cold War rhetoric
until later. Yet, his Rockets encouraged this
type of thinking with extremely optimistic
accounts of the pay-offs for the first nation
that constructed a space station.4” Other
reviewers praised the book, while reaf-
firming Ley’s unique status as a foremost
rocket expert. In fact, the Field Artillery
Journal claimed, “This is the book on
rockets and space travel.” Other reviewers
did not dispute Viking’s promotional claim
that Ley’s book represented “the authorita-
tive story of rockets and how they may
take us to the Moon.™8

Meanwhile, Ley likely grew dis-
turbed by the rising anti-German sentiment
regarding the U.S. military’s employment
of the ex-Peenemiinders. Although Ley
would later defend this group publicly, he
remained silent during 1947. If he had
known the truth, Ley might have severed
his ties. Yet, he viewed the ex-
Peenumiinders as apolitical engineers,
who were forced to work for the Nazis.
Additionally, Ley was now dependent on

this group for insider information on the
history of the V-2. His reputation, as well
as his family’s livelihood, depended upon
his success as a freelance writer. The
Peenemiinders would become indispensa-
ble sources of information.

Rockets, Missiles, and Space Travel
(1951)

Between the 1947 edition and the
1951 revision of Rockets, Ley’s status as a
scientific celebrity rose. His 1949 collabo-
ration with artist Chesley Bonestell pro-
duced a best-selling coffee-table book, The
Conquest of Space. As spaceflight media
exploded in popular culture, Ley was ever-
present, giving dozens of lectures and
interviews. Throughout the early 1950s,
Ley wrote hundreds of articles for maga-
zines, newspapers, and nonfiction sections
of science fiction pulps. Additionally, Ley
served as a consultant to TV’s Tom
Corbett, Space Cadet, along with its corre-
sponding novels, comics, and publicity
tours. Ley was also writing books and arti-
cles on natural history that reached wide
audiences.4? Amid this flurry of activity,
he revised Rockets. He informed Heinlein,
“we have just decided to do it over from
cover to cover.”0

In June 1951, Viking Press pub-
lished a new edition of Rockets, now titled
Rockets, Missiles, and Space Travel. In
Ley’s perspective, it was a new book,
extensively rewritten and revised.5! Ley
told a reporter, “The new book is essential-
ly a history of the development of rockets
from the beginning to the future, to the
moonship, to landing on the moon and
building a base there...1t is a history up to
the present. After that it is prophecy.”52
The book’s foreword also commented on
the “almost incredible” advances in the
field, which have “lived up to prediction in
a manner virtually without equal in the his-
tory of engineering.”3 In an interesting
passage, Ley reflected,

Naturally the fact that so much that was
theory is now reality has changed the
public attitude. When I wrotc about the
ideas of space travel in 1944...1 wanted
to impress upon the reader that the pco-
ple who had thought about space travel
were people who knew how to think.
This is now generally taken for granted.
The question is no longer whether
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space-travel theory is serious, or
whether it is correct...If...my book
again becomes obsolete a few years
hence, I shall be very happy indeed.

Because Ley was now relying on the
ex-Pcenemiinders as sources, one might
expect the book to contain *“a romanticiza-
tion of the Nazi rocket center...as funda-
mentally aimed at space travel, rather than
weapons development for Hitler.”4 This
romanticization creeps into the text slight-
ly. Ley described the initial site as *“‘strung



Left to right: Heinz Haber (German physi-
cist), Wernher von Braun, Willy Ley [1954].
Credit: NASA Marshall Space Flight Center

along the seashore, with laboratories,
workshops, test stands, etc.” Ley even
asked if the site should be thought of as “a
research engineer’s paradise,” even though
the engineers were ‘“operating for the
wrong cause.” Ley’s book also included
dramatic countdowns of V-2 launches,
which conflated the missile with an imag-
ined spaceship of the future. In some ways,
Ley’s Rockets now attempted to conflate
the history of missiles and the future of
space travel. Nevertheless, the text is very
clear about the V-2 rocket being a weapon
of war, commissioned for only one pur-
pose: as a missile. It is also interesting that
Ley wrote very little about the motivations
of von Braun and others. Additionally, for
unknown reasons, Ley removed the pas-
sage regarding von Braun’s conversion of
Hitler through a dramatic film presenta-
tion. The text presents von Braun as a sci-
entist and engineer, who “was able to
answer the precise questions of the Fiihrer
tersely and clearly,” according to a Gestapo
report. The book also updated readers with
anew chapter called “White Sands,” which
presented recent V-2 launches in the
United States as vital contributions “to a
variety of different sciences.” The book
quickly transitions from a discussion of
missiles to the next step: “The Rocket into
Cosmic Space.” Ley argued, “Man took his
first step into space,” with the launch of a
“modified V-2 on 24 February 1949. Ley

confidently concluded, “In time...space
rockets will be manned.” The book also
stated, “There is no other science which
has such a magnificent record of living up
to its own predictions as the complex of

applied sciences which is rocket
research.”>

By this point, Ley’s Rockets had
grown to 436 pages. His agenda had
changed. Whereas his 1944 edition tried to
persuade the public “that he was serious,”
Ley now asserted, “The question now is
simply how soon engineering practice will
catch up with existing theory.” The text
became far more complicated and techni-
cal. Ley was trying to write for both lay-
men and specialists. He struggled to bal-
ance a readable text with technical dia-
grams and appendixes. Consequently,
many reviewers saw the book as “more
imposing” than earlier editions. This com-
plexity led critic Lewis Gannet to state, “If
you find these suggestions [of space travel]
a little dizzying, other pages of Mr. Ley’s
text...may dizzy you still further. He writes
as a rocket scientist, with a kind of mathe-
matical fury which may baffle well mean-
ing laymen.” Yet, even this critical review-
er admitted, “Mr. Ley can be technical, but
he has an appealing sense of wonder and a
wonderful sensc of curiosity.”>6 Other
reviewers could be far more critical.57

Despite these critical reviews, the
book sold well. In November 1951, Ley
even boasted of the sales to Heinlein, stat-
ing, “Seriously now, Rockets, Missiles, and
Space Travel just moved into third print-
ing. Which, with a royalty of close to a dol-
lar a copy, is an uplift to the spirit.”>8
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Incidentally, the “Natural History Book
Club” heavily promoted it by gifting it to
new members. They downplayed the tech-
nicalities of the book, announcing, “Here is
the story of the rocket from its beginning.
And here is a simplified account of pres-
ent-day developments along with the
thrilling story of the triumph over space
that is soon to come.”>9 Ley’s book was
read as prophecy that would become reali-
ty. It also served as a technical “bible” for
science fiction authors and curious stu-
dents. It was at this point that the text
essentially served as a “textbook.” As the
space age flourished in popular culture,
Rockets became “the” book to read, for
both laymen and an increasing number of
specialized engineers. Along with many
other books, it contributed to expectations
of an immediate American conquest of
space.

Rockets, Missiles, and Space Travel
(1957)

By 1957, Ley’s status as a rocket
expert and scientific celebrity had peaked.
In addition to publishing other collabora-
tive books, such as The Exploration of
Mars (1956), he continued to popularize
rockets as the means of space travel. Ley
gave many public lectures and interviews,
while writing scores of articles for newspa-
pers and magazines. He served as science
editor for Galaxy Science Fiction, which
printed a nonfiction article by Ley in every
issue since 1953. Ley’s media presence
also increased, particularly with Disney’s
Man in Space TV special in March 1955.
Along with von Braun and Fritz Haber,
Ley educated Americans by explaining sci-
entific facts in unimposing, comprehensi-
ble language. Millions of Americans
watched this brief and informative lecture.
Ley and von Braun also influenced the
design and content of Disneyland’s
“Tomorrowland” theme park. Additionally,
Ley spent much time writing books that
“adapted” the TV program for school use.
He also appeared on news programs, such
as Face the Nation in 1955. After a panel
asked Ley to evaluate Soviet competition
in satellite development, Ley answered,
“In general, my feeling is, here, that the
Russians can do it as well as we can, but
that we can do it earlier, or faster or better,
or all three.”0 Ley then voiced his skepti-
cism regarding Russian announcements:



“Well, there is one thing with announce-
ments coming out of Russia: You never
know whether they are announcements,
propaganda gestures, tests of public opin-
ion, or whatever.”®! Throughout 1956 and
1957, Ley excited the American public
about the impeding launch of an American
satellite. His efforts included an exclusive
contract with General Mills, which
released several juvenile books obtained
through the purchase of “Sugar Jets” cere-
al. In particular, his Man-Made Satellites
(1957) praised the accomplishment of
Patrick Air Force Base in Florida, which
would launch “Earth’s first artificial satel-
lite.”62

His activities also included a 1957
interview with Mike Wallace, who asked
repeatedly about the Germans who
“switched” sides.5> Ley offered his most
direct defense of the ex-Peenemiinders
who “feel themselves as Westerners” in a
divided world. Wallace responded, “How
do these men reconcile having worked for
Nazi Germany, building rockets against
the Allies, and then turning around to serve
their former enemies?” “You might say,”
Ley responded, “that they didn’t consider
the Western powers so much as enemies,
personally.” Then Wallace asked if
Americans should be confident that these
scientists would not switch sides after an
American war with Russia. In a frustrated
tone, Ley argued, *How do we know any-
body wouldn’t pull the same switch?”
“Would they?” Wallace pressed.
“Personally,” Ley countered, “I doubt it,
but who can predict the future when it
comes to people? I can predict the future
when it comes to machinery, but not when
it comes to people.”

The year 1957 also marked the most
extensive revision to date of Rockets.* By
this point, the book was selling quite well
as it grew to 528 pages. Ley’s changes to
the text are telling. He expanded his dis-
cussion of “The Return of the War Rocket”
to bolster the connections between missile
developments and space travel. He also
revised his chapter on Peenemiinde to
incorporate the information and perspec-
tive of Walter Domberger’s recently pub-
lished memoir, ¥-2.55 Ley’s foreword to
the English translation stressed that rock-
etry had progressed as far as the Society
could take it. He added, “All the real work
was still ahead—mountains of work,

which needed an army of qualified experts
and, it may be added, also mountains of
money.” The German Army is presented as
the successor, carrying on research and
development. As one would expect, Ley’s
revised edition of Rockets takes the case
further, by depicting Col. Domberger as a
significant figure, while von Braun is still
presented as the “first civilian employ-
ee.”86 Ley also depicted the German Army
as “soldiers,” rather than enthusiastic sup-
porters of the Third Reich. Additionally,
the book reintroduced the dramatic con-
version of Hitler, without privileging von
Braun as the key actor. For the first time,
Ley presented an account of von Braun’s
arrest by the Gestapo, after the team admit-
ted that “their real object was space trav-
el.” The text then supplied dramatic
accounts of V-2 launches that included
announcements of “Ignition! Preliminary
stage! Main stage on!” Thus, not only did
the book present the ex-Peenemiinders as
apolitical engineers who simply wanted to
build space rockets, but also the text repre-
sented the V-2 rocket as a dramatic step
toward the conquest of space.5’

Other changes to the book are inter-
esting. Ley entirely removed the chapter
“Terminal in Space.” Mostly likely, he did
this to make room for a new chapter on
satellites, titled “The Shot Around the
World.” This addition illustrates how Ley
catered a new chapter to provide the public
with answers about pressing questions.
The chapter began, in part, with a reassur-
ance regarding predictions. Ley wrote, “1
have repeatedly said that I know of no
other science which has such a magnifi-
cent record of living up to its own predic-
tions as rocket research has had.” The book
reflected on the broader scene. Suddenly,
newspapers and magazines buzzed with
talk of satellites and space travel. Here,
Ley spoke directly to future historians:

It would not surprise me too much if
somebody in the future tried to make out
a case that during the years 1953 and
1954 a number of “space-happy” scien-
tists (to use a term coined by Robert A.
Heinlein) carried out a conspiracy to
talk their government out of tax money
for their wild schemes. Scientific insti-
tutions, public lecture halls, the maga-
zines, the newspapers, the radio waves,
and the television channels were full of
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space-travel and satellite talk. To dis-
courage a possible future compiler of
such a story at the very outset 1 can tell
him that it all more or less just hap-
pened. The dozen or so men who talked
space travel had talked space travel all
their adult lives, but the time was ripe
and they had, quite literally, bigger and
bigger opportunities for talking.

Ley added, “One thing had simply
led to another.” Public excitement for
American spaceflight had intensified.
Adults and children clamored for informa-
tion. Ley’s new edition of Rockets went
through six printings by the fall of 1958.
Reviewers and advertisements continued
to call it “the” definitive book.68

Into the Space Race

After the “shock” of Spumik, Ley
launched an intense media campaign, not
only to educate Americans about the
“space race,” but also to relentlessly pro-
mote Wemnher von Braun, who became an
American hero after the 1958 launch of
Explorer 1. For his part, Ley celebrated von
Braun in syndicated Chicago Sun-Times
columns, which were reprinted in many
regional newspapers across the United
States. New American Library also distnb-
uted many of his articles in mass paper-
back. Through his articles, Ley became a
prominent critic of a “missile gap” with the
Soviet Union. In town halls, televised
youth forums, and other venues, Ley spoke
of the need to “catch up.” It would not be
long before Ley provided Cold War justifi-
cations for spaceflight while he predicted a
coming “space war.”®® Throughout the
1960s, Ley continued to publish many
other books on spaceflight, while promot-
ing his Monogram space models.”0

Ley also continued to revise and
expand Rockets. Keeping the text up-to-
date was a major challenge. In the 1961
edition “revised for the 1960s,” Ley
recalled Arthur C. Clarke joking, “Willy
Ley will be condemned for the rest of his
life to bringing his book up to date.”7!
Ley admitted, “Except for the fact that I
don’t feel in the least ‘condemned’ he was
perfectly right...], on my part, promise to
keep on revising my book.” Yet, apart from
the inclusion of new tables, figures, and a
few updated passages, Ley's Rockets
remained largely standardized until 1967,



when he completely revised the text and
retitled it Rockets, Missiles, and Men in
Space (1968).72 The book contained
almost 50 percent new matenial. The most
notable addition to the book was a history
of “space men.” In fact, Ley rededicated
the book to “the space explorers of the next
generation who will want to know what
their fathers thought and did.” All previous
editions had been dedicated to his wife
Olga.

In the foreword, Ley reflected on the
evolution of Rockets, as it had grown from
287 to 576 pages. Whereas his 1944 edi-
tion was evenly split between history and
prophecy, his 1968 edition was entirely
historical, with few immediate predictions.
Ley wrote, “What you are holding now is
virtually all history; the amount of predic-
tion that remains is negligible.” Ley added,
“Some people may feel that this is a sad
state of affairs—it was so nice to dream.
But there is no reason for regret. When all
the current projects have been carried out
they will form a firm basis on which to
build still another set of dreams.””3

Apart from significant revisions to
specific chapters, Ley added a large chap-
ter titled “Man in Space.” As one might
expect, the first American astronauts are
described as incredibly brave explorers,
who endured stress tests and other physical
discomforts. Ley then described John
Glenn’s 1962 orbital flight in dramatic and
heroic terms. Ley delighted in combining a
description of the astronaut as a bold
adventurer who longed for a breathtaking
view of the heavens with a more down-to-
earth representation of an engineer. For
example, Glenn “really wanted...a capsule
that was all glass,” so that he could marvel
at the wonders of nature. Yet, after reentry
and splashdown, his words *“were not the
kind later put into the mouth of a hero in a
play.” Glenn simply remarked, “It was hot
in there.” Other Mercury astronauts used
similar language. Likewise, Walter Schirra
was not very impressed by the view. He
remarked, “it was the same old deal; |
might as well have been in a jet 40,000 or
50,000 feet up.” Schirra also compared
himself to a chimpanzee. Nevertheless,
Ley celebrated this new breed of American
explorers, while Russian cosmonauts are
simply names, without personalities. By
far the most emotional description occurs
in “Postscript: ‘If we die...”” Ley begins

by quoting Grissom, who told the press: “If
we die, we want people to accept it. We are
in a risky business...The conquest of space
is worth the risk.” Ley stated, “The tragic
fact is that Grissom did die, along with
Edward H. White Il...and Roger B.
Chaffee.” Ley then described the fatal cir-
cumstances of their death during a simula-
tion. Implicit in the narrative is Ley’s
heartfelt respect for the daring explorers
who risked their lives. It is the most emo-
tional section of Rockets to date.
According to eldest daughter Sandra Ley,
the only time when she saw her father cry
was during media coverage of the disaster.
The 1968 postscript can be read as a reflec-
tion of those emotions.”*

Ley ended his new version of
Rockets with a celebration of human
exploration:

Of course there is no proper ending
to the story of rockets and spacecraft to
come, any more than there was a proper
ending to a story of exploration of our
own earth when the North Pole had not
yet been reached, Antarctica was merely
known to exist, and the interior of Asia
was forbidden territory. By now, of
course, the exploration of our own plan-
et may be said to have been complet-
ed...The exploration of space will go on
forever and ever.”>

The astronauts would be the new
heirs of a long tradition of heroic explo-
ration. Their voyages of discovery were
beginning. Their frontier was endless.
More than any other edition of Rockets,
this book put forth a perspective that had a
lasting impact on the field of space history.
It matched Siddigi’s later summation of a
type of history that “described a space pro-
gram whose central actors were hero astro-
nauts, representing all that was noble in
American culture.”76

The reception of Ley’s final revision
was mostly positive. One reviewer labeled
the book as “his history-cum-cncyclope-
dia.” Others generally agreed that Ley’s
new edition was clear and definitive. Onc
reviewer noted: “If you can buy only one
book to leam not only the past but the
future of space flight, this is the one to buy
—accept no substitutes.” According to a
review in Library Journal, Ley’s new edi-
tion was “truly monumental...the com-
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plete record of rocketry and its place in
today’s world.” A critic for the Houston
Post argued, “Every field has a best refer-
ence book for laymen, and this is the one
for those interested in the history of space
flight.” NASA’s first historian, Eugene M.
Emme, also noted, “Having gone through
21 printings and 4 complete revisions since
it first appeared...Ley’s now standard his-
tory has a history of its own.”77

Conclusions

When Ley died of a heart attack on
24 June 1969, his family, friends, and col-
leagues were shocked. Ley’s widow, Olga,
stated that the Moon landing *‘was the jus-
tification of all his dreams,” which made
his sudden death quite tragic. Isaac Asimov
later reflected, “Willy had spent almost his
whole life wrapped in rocketry. He was the
world’s leading writer on the subject...and
he died six weeks before the [Apollo]
attempt was to be made.” P. E. Cleator
eulogized, “his name will live on as one of
the pioneers.” Chesley Bonestell also
wrote, “He probably did more than anyone
else to make the public space conscious
and to help man reach the Moon.” In
Galaxy, author Lester del Rey lamented,
“If histories are written by men of under-
standing—it may some day be realized that
the world has lost one of its singularly
great leaders.” Del Rey added, “He took
what must be the very basic dream with
which science fiction began...And more
than any other man, often by the least obvi-
ous means, he built that dream into reali-
ty.” According to this perspective, Ley had
engineered the space age: “It was largely
Willy’s work that killed the public antipa-
thy to rockets after their use as a terror
weapon and began to make people dream
of space again.” “Somehow, through all his
articles,” del Rey wrote, “Willy and those
who were converted by him had managed
to convince half of the nation that there
was value enough in the space program for
them to go along with the huge expendi-
ture... And step by step he led them to tum
their eyes from this single planet to the vast
reaches of space.” Del Rey ended his emo-
tional obituary with these words: “It took
him forty years and he missed his goal of
seeing the first man on the Moon by a
month. But there is precedent for
that...And Moses went up from the plains
unto the Mountain.”8



For over 25 years, Ley eamned these
praises by revising and expanding his
Rockets, along with many related activi-
ties. Roger Launius is correct to label
Ley’s Rockets as the most significant “text-
book.” It was the most influential book in
the popularization of rockets. Ley’s
Rockets became a technical “bible” and a
reference work, not only for writers, but
also historians. It is impossible to underes-
timate how many of our perspectives on
people like Valier, Oberth, Nebel, and von
Braun are deeply influenced by Ley’s
tales.

Historians will continue to struggle
against the book’s grand narrative, whether
in its German-centric accounts or its con-
tradictory synthetic perspective.
Nevertheless, the book can still be read as
a revealing piece of evidence, given
changes to the text over time. A detailed
analysis of the evolution and history of
Ley’s Rockets has led in such a direction,
by illustrating how certain changes enrich
our understanding of the tensions, contra-
dictions, and key players. Ley began his
historical inquiries with an agenda to
debunk war rockets and promote space
travel. By 1951, he was merging the histo-
1y of war rockets with the future of space-
flight by conflating missiles and space-
ships. He wrestled with the contradictions
in a way that retained optimism for the
future, in spite of the grim realities of war,
both hot and cold. As he wrote in many
editions of Rockets, “History, in the shape
of the Peenemiinde Research Institute,
slightly upset the pattern of rocket devel-
opment as it had been predicted in the
twenties.””? So too did politics, military
interests, and war. Of course, Ley took
advantage of opportunities to promote
space travel as a national goal at the height
of Cold War paranoia and “shock.”
Nevertheless, it seems safe to assume that
he never intended to glorify missiles as
weapons of war. Rarely did Ley comment
on missiles as wonder weapons. Rockets,
on the other hand, were wondrous space-
ships of the future. Yet, both technologies
had a shared history that must be told. The
history of spaceflight had key personalities
and shared experiences, across borders and
throughout eras. There were some easy
ways to avoid the inconvenient truths, by
presenting engineers as apolitical. The
technology could be viewed as “neutral,”

thus justifying a campaign for the “right”
uses. Ley’s Rockets, more than any other
book, conflated the history of missiles and
spaceships, while simultaneously cam-
paigning for space travel as an ultimate
goal. War had been a diversion of scientif-
ic and engineering expertise. Even amid
Cold War nationalism, the history of the
rocket was still an international story of
pioneers and progressive “steps” in the
right direction.

The tensions are interesting, and
they have influenced the field of space his-
tory in many ways. Although Ley tried to
remain objective and honest, his narrative
did indeed provide a “‘a sanitized history of
Nazi rocket activities.”80 Yet, the initial
revisions of the text illustrate a tense rela-
tionship with his former colleagues. The
later revisions show the extent to which
Ley was relying on Domberger and von
Braun for insider accounts, although Ley
tried to verify their accounts. It is also
interesting how he initially distrusted his
sources, until he considered the informa-
tion credible or verifiable. There were also
too many incentives to glorify von Braun,
especially during a time when Ley was
openly campaigning for the United States
to close a perceived “missile gap.” The
way he told the story made sense, given
both the known facts and the broader agen-
da of exciting the public about the future.
One could see many parallels with the
emergence of a field of historical inquiry,
which has long struggled to balance objec-
tivity and a presentist agenda of celebrat-
ing the past and promoting a future of
human spaceflight. Perhaps the central
flaw of Ley’s Rockets did not surround
misinformation and his reliance on
Domberger and von Braun. Given what he
did and did not know, his historical judg-
ments were sound. Yet, what both clouded
the narrative and subsequently affected the
field of spaceflight history was the presen-
tist agenda of celebrating the triumphs, the
“steps” in the right direction, and the hero-
iC pioneers.

Historians have been deeply influ-
enced by their founding fathers. Like many
other historians of science prior to the
1960s, Ley used the history of science to
celebrate the ascent of man, the fearless-
ness of the adventurer, and the anti-author-
itarian attitude of the visionary. As Siddiqi
notes, Ley combined reason “with a mod-
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em version of manifest destiny, a marriage
of the near spiritual urge to explore new
frontiers and the cold, hard rationale of
technology.”8! One might add that Ley’s
“technological utopianism” was also influ-
enced by his self-described “romantic nat-
uralism,” which was deeply embedded in
German and American popular science.
This romanticism was ever-present in both
popular astronomy and natural history, and
Ley spent his life writing both genres by
combining facts with imagination, reason
with awe, reductionism with holism, and
science with spirituality. His secular
humanism was not very secular. His tri-
umphalism was deeply spiritual, worship-
ping and celebrating the inevitable human
ability to overcome adversity, conquer
nature, and exploit “her.” Progress was
inevitable. Science was self-correcting.
One step led to another. The fundamental
fuel of the entire process was the journey
and its daring explorer. The story was
heroic. The voyage was manned.

This perspective explains Ley’s
answer to a question in the 1957 Night-
Beat interview: “Why do you want to go
into outer space? What’s your fascination
with it?” Ley answered, “Well, you have
the old answer to the question of why do
we want to climb Mount Everest: because
it is there! It is... a basic drive. Man was
bom a curious animal.” Ley presented a
rationale for spaceflight that assumed the
form of a syllogism, as described by
Stephen J. Pyne: “The urge to explore is a
fundamental human trait. Space travel is
exploration. Therefore, sending people
into space is a fundamental characteristic
of our species—what more is there to
say?’82 Mike Wallace quoted a scholar
who argued, “Man is venturing into space
in order to find symbolic satisfaction for
erotic or aggressive needs. It’s just as basic
as sex...the urge to explore...is a human
urge as fundamental as the human urge to
procreate.” “What about it?” Wallace
asked. “Well, he is probably right,” Ley
admitted, “I mean I wouldn’t have phrased
it this way. I probably wouldn’t have
thought of it this way. I would have drawn,
if I had written this, historical parallels to
show that people of curiosity went after
things with amazing results.”

Using “historical parallels™ to cele-
brate human accomplishments was the
defining characteristic of Ley’s style of

history. It is a style that continues to flour-
ish, particularly in popular books. The sto-
ries are inspiring and educational. In Ley’s
perspective, the historian was also per-
forming a public service of painlessly edu-
cating readers, while combating prevalent
representations of mad scientists or sci-
ence-out-of-control. Many museums today
have similar justifications for bringing sci-
ence to the people in an inspirational, edu-
cational, and entertaining way. Serious his-
torians may be tempted to condemn tri-
umphalism, Whig history, and the method-
ology of founding fathers. In doing so, we
should be very careful to not throw out the
baby with the bath water.
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