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would have had to be an employee of NASA or one of its
. vendors, to have a real idea of how America's space program
operated two decades ago. Watching a space launch on TV,
with updates on the progress of the mission sandwiched be
tween "Gunsmoke" and "Bonanza," simply cannot compare
with the wealth of information Collins provides.
As he characterizes the news media (which wanted only
to know "How did it feel?" and "Weren't you scared?"): "It
didn't seem right somehow for the press to have this morbid,
unhealthy, persistent, prodding, probing preoccupation with
the frills, when the silly bastards didn't even understand how
the machines operated or what they accomplished."
It was definitely not as smooth as Walter Cronkite made
it sound. After describing the extraordinary contingency
planning, Collins quotes Jerry Lederer, safety chief of NASA
at the time of Apollo 8 in 1968: A manned space flight
involves "risks of great magnitude and probably risks that
have not been foreseen. Apollo 8 has 5,600,000 parts and
one and one half million systems, subsystems, and assem
blies. Even if all functioned with 99.9% reliability, we could
expect 5,600 defects" during a flight.
The key sentence in Carrying the Fire is: "One nice thing
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and deserved. Would that the same could be said of Ameri
ca's space program today: Six astronauts and our first teacher
in space lost their lives because politicians and cost-account
ing bureaucrats forced NASA, over the years, to skimp and
save, and make any number of trade-offs between safety,
reliability, and cost. The result is that today, America has
lost its incontestable lead in space of 20 years ago to the
Soviets.
Collins hits at one of the major perpetrators of the cost
accounting mentality that has produced this disaster: the mal
thusian fanatic Robert S. McNamara, Kennedy's defense
secretary. "The Air Force should be able to keep a stable
prototype aircraft flying, winnowing, and pruning, and final
ly selecting only the best for production, but given the
McNamaras of this world, the system is not allowed to work
that way. McNamara decreed that the F-lll would be a great
success before the test program began; in fact, he decreed
that it would be everyplane for every purpose, sort of like
building a car to drive Daddy to work, or to handle Mom's
groceries, and to mix concrete on weekends, except in May
when it would be busy practicing for the Indianapolis 500."
This fine sense of irony Collins is able to retain through
out; the only disagreeable part of his book comes near the
end, where he feels compelled to acknowledge the "new
consciousness" of the counterculture, and speculate about
how nice it would be if the world's leaders could view earth's
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for us the marvels of man's technology, as applied to space
exploration.
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