Excerpts from Moon Rocks (1970)

By Henry S. F. Cooper, Jr.

On the evening of Sunday, July 20, 1969, Neil A. Armstrong and Colonel Edwin E. Aldrin, Jr., landed on the moon—on a black splotch a little to the right of center as you look at it from earth.  While they were there, they picked up nearly forty-seven pounds of rocks and dust.  Armstrong, who did most of the collecting, first spooned up some loose material with a Teflon bag attached to a small hoop.  Later, he scooped a bigger assortment of material . . . into one of two vacuum-tight boxes officially called “Sample-Return Containers,” but which space men call rock boxes . . .

On Monday, September 15, 1969, exactly eight weeks after the Apollo 11 astronauts had left the moon, about a dozen of the Preliminary Examination Team, or P. E. T., gathered in Washington in an auditorium at the Smithsonian Institution’s Museum of Natural History to deliver the official report about what they had found . . . The P. E. T. scientists had brought, as a loan for the Smithsonian, a chunk of rock from the moon.  On my way into the museum, I passed an exhibit devoted to the work of a nineteenth-century geologist, John W. Powell, who, a hundred years ago, was the first man known to have navigated the Grand Canyon, where he had collected some samples of rocks.  The Powell memorabilia was very near the auditorium where the rock Armstrong had collected on the moon rested under a glass bell—a black slab that looked like a lump of bituminous coal, except for the fact that it was pitted with glassy-looking craters . . . [1-3]

I arrived at the Manned Spacecraft Center, outside Houston, on June 25, 1969, about three weeks before the flight of Apollo 11.  Less than eight years ago, the Space Center, which would be the headquarters for the flight to the moon, was a patchwork of open fields dotted here and there with poor sheds, shanties, and windmills.  Today, it was a large industrial park of over thirty-five chunky, rectangular buildings, blindingly white in the Texas sun, that looked as if they had been set up almost as hastily as the poor, small houses they had displaced.  The buildings are functional and not bad looking, considering they were built by the government . . . In the lobbies of many of the buildings there were signs giving the number of days remaining until the launch of Apollo 11, as though they were the number of shopping days left before Christmas.  Underneath the number of days remaining were the portentous words, WILL YOU BE READY?  There was a sense of nervous expectation at the Space Center, and the people who worked there talked a good deal about the trip to the moon as being an “historic” event—rather a contradiction in terms for something that hadn’t happened yet.  In the smooth, glassy gatehouse at the entrance to the Space Center, where visitors checked in, there was a poster called 1969 “The Year of Apollo,” a slogan thought up by a department called Manned Flight Awareness . . .

While waiting for his tour to leave, a visitor could examine in a small museum such items as a mosaic, made of costume jewelry, showing an astronaut walking in space outside a capsule—a collage of diamond pins, cameos, bracelets and earrings.  A brand-new case, labeled “Manned Exploration of the Moon,” was at the moment empty.

During the flight to the moon, the center of operations would be the brooding, windowless Mission Control Center, a withdrawn place where the computers, five sky-blue I. B. M.’s and two dull green Univacs, would keep track of the spacecraft and plan its trajectories.  In the lobby, there was a picture of a blond, very inspired-looking Columbus staring resolutely ahead across a rough green sea while some of his shipmates, well-intentioned men but of distinctly lesser stripe, were imploring him to turn back.  Columbus, of course, would do no such thing, and neither would an astronaut.  Columbus was a popular figure among the astronauts, engineers, and scientists at the Space Center, who, when they were asked to explain their reasons for Apollo 11 going to the moon, were apt to answer that Columbus didn’t know what he was going to find until he got there, and perhaps we, the astronauts, wouldn’t, 
either . . . [7-9]
Scientists coming from outside the Space Center were as excited as those stationed there.  Among the visitors that had arrived in Houston for the shot was Dr. Harold C. Urey, the atomic chemist who won the Nobel Prize for his discovery in 1934 of heavy hydrogen—an important step in the invention of the atomic bomb—and who since the war had devoted his time to the study of the moon.  Dr. Urey is a white-haired man in his middle seventies who enjoys pointing out that in his lifetime he has seen come into use the automobile, the airplane, radio, television, and atomic power.  “I’ve come down to see them go to the moon and back,” he said.  “I’ll just feel a miracle is being accomplished!  Something is being done that we couldn’t have conceived twenty-five years ago, mainly because we didn’t have the big computers we have now.  We send them off, we watch them go, but it is the computer that tells them what to do next.  We live in such terrifying times.  We have piled up the equivalent of goodness knows how many tons of TNT for each person on earth with the intention of killing them.  Yet we live in the same world Thucydides wrote about in his History of the Peloponnesian Wars, when the Athenians were suspicious of their enemies, and even of their allies.  The scale is different, but the discussion is the same.”  Dr. Urey did not [sic] go on to say that the moon shot would put man’s affairs on a new and better footing.  This, of course, would not be the first time new explorations had been accompanied by high hopes. [10-11] 
