The Land of Might-Have-Been

The Los Angeles imes of 7 July 1999 contains a briaftdascinating column by Jim Mann about
the contingeng plans for a disaster on the Apollo XI mission to the MoBor me, the mission as alvays
a matter of historyand | confess thatdl only considered the possibility odifure in abstract termswhile
| was learning about the Moon mission, | WnArmstrong and Aldrin wuld survie, just like | knew
Anakin Skwalker would survize The Phantom Menace.

In reality, they had to consider the possibility that yhemight survive te trip, lut be stranded on the
lunar surfce. Inthat eent, the only option for the astronautaswto simply turn dfthe radio at some point
and die.No daring rescue missionas planned, orven feasible. Theiair was probably insfitient to last
until another craft could reach the moon, amehef one could get there, | doubt itowld have been able to
get all of them homeThe supply line s just too long.Two men we knw as heroes were prepared to
die, utterly alone,drther from home than smuman had eer been.

Mann’s column was prompted by finding continggnplans in the National Arclies. Surprisingly
they were not MASA documents, Wit Presidential onesMann reprints the speech thailNdm Safire had
written for Richard Nixon to ge o the Nation after consoling the “wids-to-be€.

Reading the speech itself is an eerpegience. I a bok at a might-hae-been vorld where braee
men filed in to come back from conquering the depths of sp@ibe. perience is lik reading a story
about an alternate reality where the Soutnwhe Cvil War or the Nazis wn World War II. In fact it's
most like reading one of the science fiction stories about the first Moon landing written before dlsese w
Moon landing.

The speech is actuallyery touching. If it had been gien, it would undoubtably become an oft-
guoted oration.That in itself is a glimpse into the strangerd that national leaders inhab®reparing to
express that sorme before it was felt, and to channel it into a National nesg before it happened is a
formidable challenge.

The other question raised by this document i& h@ary triumphal addresses are in the Presidents’
files, undelered. Hav mary unannounced peace accords are there in the NationalvAs¢ctiov mary
unsent congratulations on successful campaigns; rhary unspolen acceptance speechesl of them
rendered science fiction by thexoeable march of reality

How strange it must be to try to lead a country through these sisaofomight-h&e-been. Omvorse,
through the shadwes of could-yet-be.



