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who
rules
space

by ... Lester del Rey

It is time to consider how
close we—and others—are

to the mastery of space we
talk of, and what this means.

‘A FEW hours ago, as I write this,
the title changed from an abstract
question for the future to an im-
mediate problem of the present.
The Army, having finally been
permitted to make the attempt, has
just launched the first U. S. satel-
lite to compete with the Russian
ones for mastery of space.

This is obviously welcome, if
hardly surprising news. There was
never any doubt that we could get
into space when we finally decided
we wanted to badly enough, and
when we were willing to put the
right amount of intelligence into
the effort. Like the four-minute
mile, it was possible long before
it was accomplished; but the mind-
barrier against it was too great.
Once the first four-minute record
was established, several other run-
ners also found they could run the
mile in that time. And once the
first satellite circled the Earth, it
was inevitable that we should also
come out of our mind-block and
achieve similar results.

It might be wise here to take a
quick look at the background for
the current success. The Army
Explorer satellite isn’t any late-
comer built in a final effort to

Lester del Rey, continuing bhis series of articles on the Earth Satellite
situation, turns to still another aspect of the problems facing the Free World.
Del Rey is the author of the recent ROCKETS THROUGH SPACE (Winston, $3.95)
and of the anthology, ROBOTS AND CHANGELINGS (Ballantine Books, 35¢).
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catch up to Russia. Instead, it is
the product of the longest plan-
ning and the greatest practical ex-
perience with rockets in this coun-
try—probably in the world. It
succeeded because it was adequately
designed, had sufficient thrust—at
least twice that of Vanguard—and
was supervised by a man whose
experience with working rockets
goes back to the first ones to fly.
Both the rocket and the man to
use it were available long before
the first Sputnik went up; all that
was needed was the will to get
into space great enough to over-
come interservice struggles, red
tape and the complicated lethargy
that seems to be one of the less
happy by-products of any large
democracy.

Dr. Wernher von Braun and a
number of other scientists worked
out the first practical scheme for a
minimum satellite several years
ago—the original  Operation
Mouse. This was sidetracked in
favor of the Navy's Project Van-
guard—not entirely unreasonably,
since Vanguard called for some-
what better instrumentation. Then,
when we were shoved into making
the effort to get into space during
the IGY, Project Vanguard was
set up, independent of the missile
program, and apparently as a mini-
mum effort, since space satellites
were now acceptable ideas, but
hardly considered of major impor-
tance.

Meantime, von Braun was busy
working on rockets (when not ad-

vising Hollywood, etc.), but under
the greatest restrictions. The
Army’s missile program had been
restricted to flights not to exceed
200 miles—less than the capabil-
ities of the original V-2! Long
range missiles were being fought
over by other services, and the man
who achieved the first great rocket
success was seemingly shoved into
the background. Nevertheless, the
Redstone (Jupiter) missile was
perfected and ready.

It was only after the sensational
success of Russia—quite a while
after, in fact—that the wraps were
finally taken off and the Army was
permitted to make the spectacularly
efficient and unwavering launching
of our satellite.

As Dr. von Braun was first to
state publlcly, this doesn't mean
that we've caught up with Russia.
We're still far behind, as the differ-
ent weights of the satellites under-
score. But we can catch up—in less
time than might be thought—if
we'll learn our lessons from the
confusion of all this background.

The first lesson we have to learn
is to drop all clichés about who or
which group in our country shall
rule space affairs. It's easy to make
wrong snap decisions on this, as
we've already done. It's a lot hard-
er to remedy the results of such
stereotype thinking.

Science fiction has been as guilty
of making such possibly false as-
sumptions as any other group. Most
of our ‘‘space services” have been
based on the Air Force or the
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Navy. The temptation to think in
such terms is obvious. The Air
Force is already in charge of above-
ground operations, and space is—
supposedly—only a logical exten-
sion. Or the Navy is already in
control of ships, ship-building and
ship-operations. Won't spaceships
be just more ships—at least no
more dissimilar than submarines?

Maybe either of these assump-
tions is correct. I have no wish to
sneer at either service or its abil-
ities. I'll even admit that Project
Vanguard might well have suc-
ceeded if it had been given any-
thing like the chance it should
have had. But let's not decide that
any one group shall rule until we
know more.

The Armmy has been “being
made” obsolete for some 2000
years now—by everything from the
catapult to the guided missile. But
it won't lie down and die. As I
wrote some time ago (Ifs Your
Atomic Age, Abelard Press, 1951),
“No method of eliminating the
foot-soldier has done more than
increase the number of foot-soldiers
per battle. Perhaps space travel and
combat in space will eliminate the
infantry—but it seems more prob-
able that some Armmy genius will
invent a new race of infantrymen
capable of breathing in a pure
vacaum and walking around com-
fortably on nothing!”

As long as the Army is still
faced with the fundamental job of
controlling the land, it must be
able to check any forin of invasion

and retaliate against such invasion;
in an age of intercontinental mis-
siles, that means it must deal with
them. It was entirely natural then
that the Army should have leaped
into the research work on rock-
etry more rapidly than other serv-
ices; its duty demanded that. And
it might also be remembered that
such massive land operations as the
building, supplying and launching
of a ship from land to space (over
ocean and through air, but not nec-
essarily more than in passing) ties
in very neatly to Army skills. To
rule the Army out of space without
prolonged study is hardly wise.

On the other hand, space itself
offers very little immediate advan-
tage to any Armed Service beyond
observation. Rockets are tied in
with missiles now—but it’s just as
valid to tie motor cars in with
tanks, Space is fundamentally most
important to science—and the men
who must develop the systems to
put us there are mostly scientists
and engineers.

It's not too early to begin consid-
ering what group must finally con-
trol our space effort. But the study
must be a thorough one. Whether
the Army, Navy, Air Force or
some civilian group (in keeping
with our basic traditions) gains
ultimate control, we need some
responsible, capable and flexible
group who can take over and see
that the job of getting into space
is done and done properly. We've
had enough of flying off in all
directions with more attention to
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the arguments about who than the
thought of where.

Until we get that, it hardly seems
that there’s much chance of bring-
ing all ideas and all the best brains
together, though this is surely the
best way for us to catch up with
Russia. After all, that country made
its first success by putting the best
minds on the subject together (un-
der their Academy of Sciences,
which is itself naturally a branch
of the government) and giving
them full-speed-ahead orders.

And once we're ready to put our
own house in order, perhaps we
can turn to the extremely urgent
job of deciding on the rule of space
among the various nations which
will be going out into space.

At the moment, by a streak of
remarkably good luck, this has been
temporarily cared for. The Inter-
national Geophysical Year is organ-
ized internationally in fact as well
as in title. Since both Russia and
the United States are nominally
sending up satellites as an ofhcial
part of this program, all space ac-
tivities fall within this international
jurisdiction. The fifty-odd cooper-
ating countries have waived all
matters of space law for the mo-
ment, and the satellites are cruising
over boundaries without any argu-
ment. But this is only a temporary
situation. The IGY comes to an
official end in the middle of 1958.

Of course, the ideal solution
might be to have the IGY simply
declare an extension of their pro-
gram—Iletting everything but the

space studies lapse, but continuing
at least nominal control there.
Then, as the decades passed under
such an extension of the Year—
semantically not any more confus-
ing than many other historical cases
—the precedent already established
would eventually become firmly
set, and there would be the IGY
as a truly international governing
body for all space. It would be
both the easiest and the most near-
ly ideal solution.

But history indicates that simple
solutions are seldom chosen, per-
haps because they offer so little
chance for the palaver and the
chest-beating that mankind has an
instinct for, along with other an-
thropoids. Probably the IGY will
run to its end and stop, leaving
everything in chaos. What then?

Well, there is no clear legal defi-
nition of how high the boundaries
of a country reach. We know that
they do reach upwards, since air
rights over a country are matters
of established custom. If a plane
crosses a boundary into another
country without permission, it can
be shot down at once. The air be-
longs to the nation under it. So
far, this ownership has been con-
strued to reach as high as any plane
flying over it may go, but we have
no clear limit.

Nor do we have any rule that
says rights stop at the end of the
atmosphere. There is nothing to
prevent any country from claiming
rights out to infinity and acting
upon that claim by bombing any-
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thing out of its skies. For that mat-
ter, it's impossible to say exactly
where the atmosphere ends; the
aurora is an atmospheric phenome-
non, and it reaches to a height of
some six hundred miles! Above
that, there must be a few molecules
drifting about. There is no boun-
dary, but only a gradual change.

Suppose we simply drift along
into the future. We have space sta-
tions (which can be confined to
one country only when put into
an orbit 22,000 miles out, where
circum-rotation once each 24 hours
matches the Earth’s own rotation).
Let’s say Russia has a station some
500 miles up, manned with a group
of scientists. Now, a medium-sized
country we'll call Hyborea is having
a tiff with Russia at the UN about
something. Meantime, a tiny coun-
try we'll call Graustark is screaming
at all those satellites passing over-
head—mostly because Graustark
can’'t even build rockets on her
budget. Well, Hyborea has a fine
supply of United States super-
range, atomic-warhead missiles, as
part of a defense alliance with us.
So Hyborea makes a sub-rosa sug-
gestion to Graustark.

Graustark signs a trade-agree-
ment with Hyborea, which some-
how just happens to include a
mutual defense pact under which
Graustark will be given training
by Hyborean-hired technicians.
Hyborea gets the right to conduct
maneuvers on Graustark territory.

While conducting such maneu-
vers, Graustark suddenly finds that

the Russian space station is going
to be directly over her territory in
three days. She issues an ultimatum
to Russia demanding that Russia
not invade her territory—the space
over her—at the risk of any invad-
ing craft being shot down. (There
might be a hint that passage right
could be bought, of course.) Any-
how, Russia can't turn the station,
and pays little attention to it all.
So Graustark appeals under the
mutual defense pact to Hyborea—
who happily is conducting missile
tests on Graustark at the time—
and Hyborea solemnly agrees to
keep its word. At the proper time,
as the station “invades” the space
over Graustark, a U. S.-made mis-
sile is launched from Graustark
by Hyborea, using hired French
technicians. It hits the space sta-
tion, causing an explosion there
that slows the station into a falling
orbit. The station comes down out
of control, only partly burning up.
It lands in the middle of Manhat-
tan, kills 713 people, does a billion-
plus dollars damage, etc.

What are the legal penalties?
Well, Graustark was acting legally
—she was clearly invaded. Hyborea
was only living up to her pact with
Graustark. The United States and
France were not responsible for
what was done with their missiles
and technicians. Who is at fault,
anyhow?

Simple. Russia is. She’s respon-
sible for the damage to the United
States and should pay for it. Or
she can even be accused of invad-
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ing the United States if one man
of military status is somehow still
alive on the wrecked station before
it lands.

That is a very highly simplified
example of what might happen. In
real life, things have many more
sub-currents. Any one of these
could result in almost any country
involved declaring war and the
others being in such a muddled mix-
up that they couldn’t back down.
In the first launching of war mis-
siles, a lot of other countries would
be crossed by the missiles and could
logically decide to avenge this insult
to their national honor!

These  complications  arising
from space flight were foreseen
long before the first successful
satellite. 1 bave before me a paper
dated 1953, entitled Air Law and
Space by Prince Welf Heinrich of
Hanover—a thesis for his doctorate
of laws. Another, Space Law—Tbe
Development of [Jurisdictional Con-
cepts, by Andrew G. Haley, Gen-
eral Council of the American Rock-
et Society, was presented in 1957
at the 8th Annual Congress of the
International Astronautical Federa-
tion in Barcelona. And finally, a
late one by Andrew G. Haley and
John Cobb Cooper, is revealingly
entitted The Russian Satellite. In
these (the last two published by
the American Rocket Society),
there is an extensive list of refer-
ences to papers delivered over a
great many years on the subject of

space law.
The subject has been discussed

before Disarmament Conferences,
before the United Nations, and
wherever possible. Many very
capable men have been aware of
the coming age of space and have
tried to resolve some of the prob-
lems in advance.

Space Law, by Haley, sets forth
the basic proposal that seemed
most logical before the flight of
Sputnik. Very briefly, this suggests
that the “air space” above nations
be limited to a zone of about 300
miles in height, known as con-
tiguous space. This, it was felt, was
the minimum height at which a true
satellite could operate, since below
that air would retard its speed;
while this height would offer the
maximum height for all craft which
gained lift or support from the air,
such as airplanes. Contiguous
space would fall into the rule of
national sovereignty, with legal
rules similar to those pertaining to
the flight of normal aircraft. Be-
yond that, true space would be
international, with no country
having the right to restrict passage
through it.

Interestingly enough this paper
also proposes what I consider a
remarkable law for problems that
may arise from our future contact
with other non-human races, where
what we like may not apply. In
this version of the Golden Rule,
Dr. Haley suggests that we must
do unto others as they would have
done unto them. Science fiction
writers and readers obviously have
no monopoly on mental flexibility



WHO RULES SPACE 31

and awareness of the future! I think
he has proposed the best possible
rule here.

But getting back to space law—
the whole concept received a severe
jolt from the flight of Sputnik,
since the first satellite’s flight in-
dicated that space craft could op-
erate well below the proposed 300
mile level. At the moment, it's a
little hard to set up even a satis-
factory arbitrary zone of demarca-
tion between true space and con-
tiguous space.

Nevertheless, there is a body of
theory well enough worked out
that it should be entirely possible
for some agency to formulate a
satisfactory law to govern space.
While the exact height of the
“contiguous space” may be in some
doubt (probably soon to be settled
by further satellite work), most of
the other details have been settled
in theory. Such things as the right
of passage through contiguous
space by a peaceful launching or re-
turn of a spaceship have been
taken care of, for instance.

All that would seem necessary
is for a conference at which the
nations could agree, perhaps mak-
ing the exact height tentative, to
be subject to later revision. This
would have seemed easier to do
before any satellite was up, when
no nation had any vested interest
in space. But nothing was done.

We have a precedent for that,
too. International law as applied
to the oceans was developed long

after men first began building

powerful navies and merchant
fleets that could go anywhere.

But this is a precedent that must
not hold good. Laissez faire won't
work, even when backed up by a
strong nation. There are no strong
nations today, when defensive pow-
er is compared to offensive; and
in the near future, the situation may
well get worse. There must be
some working arrangement made
before anything can get badly out
of hand.

This, of course, relates primarily
to satellites, In the case of true
spaceships, making passage to the
moon or to other planets, the legal
situation seems just as unsatisfac-
tory, but the actuality is simplified
by another factor. Effectively, it’s
a pretty good rule that anything
is international which cannot be
policed by any nation. This is not
a matter of legal concern, but of
common sense. It does no good to
post a "Keep Off”" sign unless you
can make sure there are enough
men around with power to back it
up. It's useless to claim sovereignty
over anything which you can’t get
out to protect.

There’s a man in Chicago, for
instance, who staked out a claim
on space. He went through some
elaborate rigmarole about it to make
it legal—at least in his eyes. So
when Sputnik went up, he cabled
a strong protest to Russia. So far
as I know, he never got a satisfac-
tory reply. But the claim would
have had some kind of validity it
he’d been in a position to send his
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troops up and knock Sputnik aside,
or build a pound out in space in
which to hold Laika from Sputnik
II. At least, in that case, his efforts
would have received very serious
consideration.

Without power to implement
claim, possession is merely obses-
sion. The power may be your own,
or it may be loaned to you by your
government, but it bas to be there.

Up to a certain distance—the
distance at which land-based mis-
siles from below are effective, prob-
ably—space will be only as intet-
national as tight agreements can
make it. Beyond that limit, it will
automatically become international.

Any government can stake out
the whole moon on the first trip.
But no government can adequately
police every square mile of it to
prevent others from setting up
bases. If any government could—
assuming cheap and common rock-
ets which we won’t have until this
has all been settled—it still would
not pay. Who can hope to get
enough out of any planet in its
early development to pay for 1%
of the manpower it would require
to protect it from invasion?

So we can assume that up to
some limited height—from twenty
to three hundred miles—the air-
space is national; again, beyond a
certain distance where national
control can be exercised, space
will necessarily be international.

But that still leaves us a zone of
uncertainty, where anything might
happen. Here is where we will put

our observation satellites to study
the world below by television and
our manned space stations for
work, for spying perhaps, and con-
ceivably for an attempt to build up
a space arsenal of missiles. It's this
zone of uncertainty that needs some
fast and decisive agreement among
nations to prevent what might be
a sordid mess, indeed! Before we
put any manned satellites up, at
least, some working arrangement
had better be made. And that
doesn’t leave us much time!

It's also in this natrow zone that
the hopes and fears of many people
have been placed. It's about this
small zone that most of the shallow
thinking in science fiction and out
of it seems to center. Here, sudden-
ly, rule no longer means to establish
an order of rules, but rather to
control.

“Who rules
Earth!”

How often have you heard this?
It has been used to justify nearly
everything. And the pattern can be
stated fairly simply, since it has
been used so often.

Basically, the idea is that any
nation which gets a satellite up
capable of holding a2 few people
and a lot of missiles will be able
to lay down the law to the whole
world. It will prevent any other
nation from building a space sta-
tion, will ground all the rest of
Earth, and will sit up there spying
out any hostile movement, ready
to enforce a Pax Vacuo below. We
can have dictators like none before,

space, rules the
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or we can have 2 wonderful world
where (before Sputnik, as the
stories went) the U. N. will en-
force the millennium of happiness
on all, and no little backward na-
tion will even resent it!

Since Sputnik, the picture is a
little grimmer, it seems; and many
who don't like grim pictures are
not really talking about it now—
just shuddering quietly. It now
might be possible for Russia to get
that first working station up, and
what would poor us-uns do then,
poor things?

The whole idea is an easy fal-
lacy to accept. I swallowed it my-
self, at first. Sure, who rules space
rules the Earth. Simple, obvious—
and damned nonsense. It’s one of
the purely mechanistic ideas that
completely overlooks all facters but
one, and that one is incomplete.

Granted, bombs could be put up
there. With hydrogen warheads in
space missiles, based in a space
platform that could observe the
Earth and fire at the first sign of
trouble, there could be enough
rapid striking power to annihilate
all opponents and to wreck any
other station before it could be
assembled to the point of useful-
ness.

That's the mechanical part of it
all that makes a convincing picture.
As I indicated, it isn’t even me-
chanically complete. It also leaves
out all the other factors that gov-
crn mankind’s living together.

Because of these human ele-
ments, the fact that the station

could prevent any other station
being built has no real meaning.
In theory, once we had the A-bomb,
we could have prevented any other
country getting one, too. All we
had to do was to go out at once in
high-flying planes from whatever
base we could use and bomb the
big cities of every other country.
It would have disorganized things
too much for any other program
of atomic bomb building for quite
a while.

Of course, it wouldn't have
worked, because we'd have gotten
hurt trying it. (I don’t know
whether ethics would have pre-
vented our doing so, and don't
care. Ethics have a habit of some-
how relating to practicality in the
long run.) We'd have had to face
the united fury of the world, and
without bombs to help them, they
still could have hurt us too much.
We couldn’t wantonly declare war
on the world.

Neither can we do so from a
space station. Whether space is in-
ternational or not, the station can
safely be considered to be prop-
perty of the nation building it. To
attack it with missiles—after warn-
ing or not—will constitute a clear
act of aggression as viewed by the
rest of the world. (We would have
to be given the world’s consent to
sole ownership of space to have
the right to blast others out, and
we won't get that.) Even our closest
allies would never stand for that—
because they couldn’t risk letting
any single nation achieve that much
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control. The wrecking of another
station would only be done if we
were ready to go ahead and wipe
out the entire nation that tried to
build it—and probably many others
as well. We can’t afford it—enough
H-bombs to do it might wipe us
out through contamination, if we
could even hope to achieve such
destruction.

This will be clearly apparent to
other nations. And since they'll
know we won't blast away stations
they may try to build, there will be
other stations put up. Once there
are several, there is no longer any
more chance of using stations to
rule than there now is of using
H-bombs here below to rule.

Even mechanically, the picture
isn’t as simple as it seems. We com-
pletely overlook the fact that the
station itself must be vulnerable.
It cannot carry as much power as
the whole Earth below. And it must
operate on a fixed orbit, easily
predicted in advance. It can attack
the Earth—but at the first sign of
attack, it will itself be blasted out
of existence. If the first bomb does
not get it—and it's going to be a
pushover, lacking any heavy armor
—the next ones will. The moment
it fires at Earth, it is doomed—
and it may never even be able to
guess what nation decided to pick
it off at the first excuse.

After all when the day comes
that we can build ships to carry
up the parts to build such a station,
then the day will have arrived
when it’s simple to build hydrogen-

warhead rockets to reach the sta-
tion.

It's hard to find how a stock of
missiles aboard a space station can
have any military value at all. And
the expense of getting them into
space and maintaining them, the
task of building rockets to move
them, etc., are all so much greater
than building them for a ground
take-off that they would be only
expensive, useless toys. Aside from

some rather silly idea of shaking

a big stick for the first few months
after the station is built—at the
risk of a lot of bad will and no
results—it would be pointless to
put military missiles iato space.

It seems possible—though hu-
man beings in specialized profes-
sions of any sort being what they
are, not necessarily probable—that
we'll never bother building a space
arsenal. If we do try it, or if any
other nation tries it, it will be only
a tiny added bit of hell that can
menace us along with the horrors
of ICBM's beyond what we now
dream. The Earth must fear rockets,
but only rockets from Earth itsclf.

Of course, there remains the mis-
sile that is from a fixed base on
Earth, and which penetrates space
briefly on its way to the enemy.
This, however, has nothing to do
with the true rule of space. It's like
saying that who rules the air rules
Earth when we mean that anyone
who can fire enough arrows can
rule.

Space power—in the sense of
military power based in space,
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rather than simply passing briefly
through it—is a meaningless
noise. For the amount of results
it can achieve, it will remain hun-
dreds of times as expensive as any
other means. And any practical
military man is going to recognize
this and use his appropriations to
increase his effective power to
strike where he can get the most
for it.

It is probably the basic aware-
ness of this which has created some
of the official lethargy about space.
The Services are busy with their
guided missiles, but they've given
comparatively little attention to
true space flight. It isn't practical,
even when achieved, from their
point of view. Russia has devoted
more work to it, because of its
tremendous propaganda value in
proving that she is forging ahead.
She got her money's worth, but
we could not have done as much;
there would have been no shock
value had we been first, as there
was when she beat us. (Of course,
in the long run, our loss in propa-
ganda was tremendous; but this is
a negative, not a positive, value,
and harder to anticipate and spend
for.) A few civilians, like Dr. von
Braun, have retained a wider vision
than military power—but that isn’t
the business of the Services; we're
lucky for the few effective space
pioneers we have.

Of course, a space station would
have some military value—as a spy.
From such a platform in space, we
could locate hostile movements, lo-

cate valuable striking places, etc.
We could ship this news down to
the ground where it could be used,
if necessary. Since this would be
done before hostilities, bombing the
station for such spying would be
a tipoff, and hence useless.

But in the long run, this will
lessen the likelihood of any future
decisive military blows, and act to
some extent as a deterrent to war.
Rather than acting as a means of
gaining control or rule of the
world, it will make it harder—and
also less necessary—for any nation
to try to achieve rule. Let us consid-
er that maybe who rules space will
reduce the thoughts of ruling Earth.

Or, perhaps in one sense, the
idea of the rule of space being
synonymous with the rule of Earth
makes some sense. No nation will
rule space—beyond the limited area
of airspace, or contiguous space,
where rule will become less valu-
able anyhow. But an abstraction
will rule it. Science is the only
thing that can logically gain any
immediate great value, or any long
range lasting power, from space.
Scence—the use of organized
knowledge to gain more knowledge
—not scientists, To get there, to
stay there, and to utilize what is
found in space, science must rule.

Perhaps through the increase and
added value of such science, the
influence of science on Earth will
increase and deepen. Perhaps we'll
learn to think in terms suitable to
the age, and to some extent to rule
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ourselves below in keeping with the
international abstraction of science
above.

I suspect that the first few years
of the space age are going to be
rough ones for all of us, from in-
ternal and external stresses. But in
the long run, space will create its

own answers, I believe those an-
swers are going to be good ones.

Who rules space, after the first
trying years, doesn’t really mat-
ter. In this case, and against all
military tradition, it is far more im-
portant to occupy the territory than
to rule it!



