
The Launching of Sputnik 

On Friday, 4 October 1957 Walter Sullivan, a reporter with the New York Times who was also attending the 

reception, received a frantic telephone call from his Washington bureau chief. Sullivan learned that the Soviet news 

agency Tass had just announced the launch of Sputnik 1, the world's first Earth-orbiting artificial satellite. When it was 

announced at an international scientific meeting being held in Washington, D.C., Dr. John Hagen turned pale.   Hagen 

was a senior scientist with the National Research Laboratory who headed the U.S. effort to launch a satellite. Doubts 

began to race through his head. Was the Soviet Union really the greatest nation on Earth, as its leaders boisterously 

reminded anyone who would listen? Were they really going to bury us, as Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev announced 

at the United Nations? What could the United States do to recover a measure of international respect?  

The inner turmoil that Hagen felt on "Sputnik Night," as 4-5 October has come to be called, reverberated through 

the American public in the days that followed. Two generations after the event, words do not easily convey the American 

reaction to the Soviet satellite. The only appropriate characterization that begins to capture the mood on 5 October 

involves the use of the word hysteria. A collective mental turmoil and soul-searching followed, as American society 

thrashed around for the answers to Hagen's questions. Almost immediately, two phrases entered the American lexicon to 

define time, "pre-Sputnik" and "post-Sputnik." The other phrase that soon replaced earlier definitions of time was "Space 

Age." With the launch of Sputnik 1, the Space Age had been born and the world would be different ever after.  

Sputnik 1, launched on 4 October 1957 from the Soviet Union's rocket testing facility in the desert near 

Tyuratam in the Kazakh Republic, proved a decidedly unspectacular satellite that probably should not have elicited the 

horrific reaction it wrought. An aluminum 22-inch sphere with four spring-loaded whip antennae trailing, it weighed only 

183 pounds and traveled an elliptical orbit that took it around the Earth every 96 minutes. It carried a small radio beacon 

that beeped at regular intervals and could by means of telemetry verify exact locations on the earth's surface. Some U.S. 

cold warriors suggested that this was a way for the Soviets to obtain targeting information for their ballistic missiles, but 

that does not seem to have actually been the case. The satellite itself fell from orbit three months after launch on 4 January 

1958.  

 
What was not said, but clearly thought by many Americans in both the scientific and political communities, 

however, was that the Soviet Union had staged a tremendous propaganda coup for the communist system, and that it 

could now legitimately claim leadership in a major technological field. The international image of the Soviet Union was 

greatly enhanced overnight.  

While President Eisenhower and other leaders of his administration also congratulated the Soviets and tried to 

downplay the importance of the accomplishment, they misjudged the public reaction to the event. The launch of Sputnik 1 

had a "Pearl Harbor" effect on American public opinion. It was a shock, introducing the average citizen to the space age 

in a crisis setting. The event created an illusion of a technological gap and provided the impetus for increased spending 

for aerospace endeavors, technical and scientific educational programs, and the chartering of new federal agencies to 

manage air and space research and development. Not only had the Soviets been first in orbit, but Sputnik 1 weighed 

nearly 200 pounds, compared to the intended 3.5 pounds for the first satellite to be launched by the U.S. as part of Project 

Vanguard. In the Cold War environment of the late 1950s, this difference in capability made Americans feel extremely 

vulnerable.  

Even before the effects of Sputnik 1 had worn off, the Soviet Union struck again. On 3 November 1957, less than 

a month later, it launched Sputnik 2. While the first satellite had weighed less than 200 pounds, this spacecraft weighed 

1,120 pounds and stayed in orbit for almost 200 days. 

An interesting thing about Sputnik 2 is that it carried a dog named Laika, a stray dog taken from the streets of 

Moscow.  The purpose was to run tests on the ability for a living creature to survive space flight.  At the time, the 

technology to de-orbit had not yet been developed, and therefore Laika's survival was not expected.  Laika died within 

hours from overheating. The true cause and time of her death were not made public until 2002; instead, it was widely 

reported that she died when her oxygen ran out on day six or, as the Soviet government initially claimed, she was 

euthanised prior to oxygen depletion.  The mission sparked a debate across the globe on the mistreatment of animals and 

animal testing in general to advance science.  
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The American Response to Sputnik 

During the furor that followed Sputnik 1 and Sputnik 2, many people accused the Eisenhower administration of 

letting the Soviet Union best the United States. The Sputnik crisis reinforced for many people the popular conception that 

Eisenhower was a smiling incompetent; it was another instance of a "do-nothing," golf-playing president mismanaging 

events.   

Seeing this, the Eisenhower administration had to move quickly to restore confidence at home and prestige 

abroad. As the first tangible effort to counter the apparent Soviet leadership in space technology, the White House 

announced that the United States would test launch a Project Vanguard booster on 6 December 1957. The media was 

invited to witness the launch in the hope that it could help restore public confidence, but it was a disaster of the first order. 

During the ignition sequence, the rocket rose about three feet above the platform, shook briefly, and disintegrated in 

flames. John Hagen, who had been working feverishly to ready the rocket for flight, was demoralized. He felt even worse 

after the next test. On 5 February 1958, the Vanguard launch vehicle reached an altitude of four miles and then exploded. 

Hagen was tearful at the very public failures and some of his associates thought his career ended then and there, for he 

never again held an important post.  

In this crisis the Army, featuring the handsome and charismatic Wernher von Braun and his rocket team of 

German immigrants to the United States after World War II, dusted off an unapproved plan for the IGY satellite effort, 

Project Explorer, and flew it within an amazingly short period of time. After two launch aborts that made observers 

nervous that the United States might never duplicate the Soviet successes in space flight, the Juno 1 booster carrying 

Explorer 1 lifted off from the Cape Canaveral, Florida, launch site at 10:55 p.m. on 31 January 1958.   

 

The Birth of NASA and the Military-Industrial Complex 

Some of the political pressure on the Eisenhower administration to respond to the Soviet success with Sputnik 

eased with the launch of Explorer 1. But not enough to prevent a transformation in the structure of government. As a 

direct outgrowth of this crisis in the winter of 1957-1958, the administration worked with congressional leaders to draft 

legislation creating a permanent federal agency dedicated to exploring space.  During the summer of 1958 Congress 

passed the National Aeronautics and Space Act and the president signed it into law on 29 July 1958.  The new 

organization started functioning on 1 October 1958, less than a year after the launch of Sputnik 1. Its first task was the 

development of a human space exploration program. NASA has continued to direct the human space exploration 

initiatives of the United States ever since. 

Sputnik shifted the arms race into high gear.  Almost immediately President Eisenhower increased the funding 

for missile development from $4.3 billion in 1958 to $5.3 billion in 1959.  The Congress voted to give the Defense 

Department huge new sums of money to expand the B-52 bomber fleet, to build submarines outfitted with nuclear 

missiles, and to install a ring of short-range missiles in Europe. 

To make sure the United States would not be caught short again, the government poured money into education to 

train scientists and engineers.  Billions of dollars also went to universities; nearly one-third of all university scientists and 

engineers directed their energies to full-time weapons research.  A powerful military-educational-industrial combination 

was taking shape. 
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