JOHN HOUBOLT

The Unsung Hero of the Apollo Moon Landings
William F. Causey
In May 1961, President Kennedy announced that the United States would
attempt to land a man on the moon and return him safely to the earth
before the end of that decade. Yet NASA did not have a specific plan for
how to accomplish that goal. Over the next fourteen months, NASA
vigorously debated several options. At first the consensus was to send
one big rocket with several astronauts to the moon, land and explore,
and then take off and return the astronauts to earth in the same vehicle.
Another idea involved launching several smaller Saturn V rockets into
earth orbit, where a lander would be assembled and fueled before sending
the crew to the moon.
But it was a small group of engineers led by John C. Houbolt who came up
with the plan that propelled human beings to the moon and back — not
only safely, but faster, cheaper, and more reliably. Houbolt and his
colleagues called it “lunar orbit rendezvous,” or “LOR.” At first the LOR
idea was ignored, then it was criticized, then finally dismissed by many
senior NASA officials.
Nevertheless, the group, under Houbolt’s leadership, continued to press
the LOR idea, arguing that it was the only way to get men to the moon
and back by President Kennedy’s deadline. Houbolt persisted, risking his
career in the face of overwhelming opposition. This is the story of how
John Houbolt convinced NASA to adopt the plan that made history.

REVIEW
“John C. Houbolt was another of the ‘hidden figures’ of NASA during
the Apollo era. Bucking institutional blinders, Houbolt convinced the
leaders of the space agency that lunar orbit rendezvous was the best way
to conduct the Apollo program. William Causey’s biography of Houbolt
tells the fascinating story of how this lone engineer battled bureaucracy
to help America achieve President Kennedy’s vision, ‘before this decade
is out,’ of ‘landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to the
earth.’ ”
— ROGER LAUNIUS, author of Reaching for the Moon: A Short History
of the Space Race
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and the Historical Society of the District of
Columbia Circuit. Now retired, Causey serves
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