
Plagued By good luck

292

ExcErpt from chaptEr 38
...
...
as if thE currEnt launch activity and the new Shuttle 

facilities weren’t enough, the Air Force reorganized its Space Launch 
Organization and put the Cape Canaveral operation under our direction. 
This probably made sense from Washington, but from where we sat, 
it was as welcomed as a zit on prom night. Our combined operation 
was now called the Air Force Space and Missile Test Organization, 
(SAMTO). It meant that, if it belonged to the United States and it went 
up into space, we were responsible for launching it.

We didn’t want the Cape, and the Cape didn’t want us. But 
since orders are orders, we got on an airplane and went down to show 
that crowd who was boss. I give Gen. Marshall a lot of credit; he told 
us we had to do this as diplomatically as possible and he reminded 
us that we hadn’t “walked a mile in their moccasins yet.” By that he 
meant, don’t come on too strong.

By noon the first day, it became obvious that this was a big 
political move, and we (at Vandenberg) were dragged into it to act as 
a buffer between Washington and the political activists in Florida. For 
nearly thirty years Cape Canaveral had been supported by a branch 
of the Pan Am Corporation. Its job through the years had been to 
maintain the entire launch and support functions such as providing 
security, food services, medical teams, and a whole host of other 
housekeeping tasks. The work force had been there for decades; in 
many cases, the second generation of workers was on the payroll. 
Retirement and other benefits had soared, and the result was that 
costs had gotten out of hand.

The order had come down from Washington that we would 
compete the Pan Am contract among several other companies. The 
local citizens saw this as an assault on their jobs and their security. 
The local papers had run stories about the adverse impact this would 
have on the economy; Coco Beach would become a ghost town, homes 
would be repossessed, property values would fall, school budgets 
would be cut, crime would rise and the community was up in arms. 



off to VandenBerg

293

At that point another combat tour might have looked pretty good.
The guy who ran the procurement operation down there, 

Doug Overall, was a prince of a guy and we started off on the right 
foot. We both agreed within the first hour that, since I didn’t know 
anything about the Cape, I would keep my nose out of his business. 
In return, he agreed that the two of us would have a phone call each 
day; he would warn me of each irate call I was about to get and then 
pass along a good, knowledgeable answer for all the angry questions 
that were certain to come up. Gen. Marshall thought this was a good 
approach, as long as we included him in the calls. That didn’t solve all 
the problems, but it did give us a way of staying alive.

Thank heavens; this combined launch operation went on in 
spite of all the politics that were involved. NASA had a steady launch 
schedule down there of mostly small, low orbit shots on smaller 
boosters. Its manpower levels didn’t go up and down as dramatically 
as the Air Force. When one of our big shots went up, all kinds of 
specialists showed up to either help or just wring their hands. Every 
motel for miles around was jammed, and rental cars were brought 
in from all over Florida. Most of these launches were supposed to be 
secret, but all the hyper-activity was a big giveaway. It got so bad, the 
local Holiday Inn had to be asked to take down a big neon sign that 
said, “GOOD LUCK, SPOOK SHOT”.
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