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America’s First Earth Satellite

In 1955 the United States and Russia both announced plans for the orbiting of the first
Earth satellites during the International Geophysical Year of 1957-68. In the United States,
the Navy’s Vanguard rocket was chosen as the official satellite launcher over an Army con-
cept called Orbiter. But Russian successes in orbiting Sputniks | and |1 in October and
November 1957 impelled President Eisenhower to give a late go-ahead to the U.S. Army
Ballistic Missile Agency (ABMA) to prepare a satellite launch attempt as insurance against
Vanguard delays or failures. The launch pad explosion of a Vanguard satellite fauncher on
December 6, 1957 at Cape Canaveral moved the Army preparations onto the center stage
of world attention,

Assisting the ABMA was the Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) in California. Working to a
90 day deadline, the Army prepared an Orbiter-derived booster called Jupiter C, while JPL
feverishly worked to build the three solid rocket motor upper stages of the launcher as well
as the satellite payload later to be named Explorer 1. To simplify design and construction, a
cylindrical satellite shape was chosen to allow it to be fitted to the forward end of the fourth
stage rocket motor of the Jupiter C. A fiberglass ring, with four 22.5-inch whip antenna wires
protruding, divided the aft end solid rocket motor from the forward instrument section, The
instrument section housed a 60 milliwatt high-powered transmitter with four weeks of battery
power, and a 10 milliwatt low-powered transmitter that was to broadcast signals for nearly four
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motor housing would register micrometeorite impacts. Four temperature sensors measured YEARS. CONTAINS SMALL PARTS."

payload and hull temperatures. By far the most important instrument was a Geiger counter FRANCE

package designed by Dr, James Van Allen of the University of lowa to measure cosmic ggm’;'g,SMP;%?g,{,TS&%"g&%"iﬁggpgfgfgﬁs DE
radiation. Overall, the Explorer | satellite weighed 30.8 pounds in orbit, was 80 inches long ENFANT DE MOINS DE 36 MOIS.
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with an aluminum oxide coating to help control temperatures inside the satellite. ITALY
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Explorer | remained in orbit for over 12 years, finally succumbing to atmospheric drag SPAIN 0 £ CON TE PARA NINOS
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circuits of the Earth. On that occasion, the late Dr. Wernher von Braun commented, By DENMARK
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standing accomplishment, done on short notice to place the free world in the space race. GREECE
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