









































FIGURE 4. In this scene from The Man and the Challenge's first episode, George Nader as Dr. Barton (left) prepares to
shoot a hole in a spacecraft simulator to test the mettle of two subjects. Spaceflight required physical and mental tough-
ness, traits often equated with rugged masculinity at the time, a relationship that this episode questioned. Man and the
Challenge © Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Courtesy of MGM Media Licensing.

they all appeared to be equal examples of muscular manhood until the experi-
ment revealed Mason's weakness.

But The Man and the Challenge also investigated whether women might
possess the qualities needed for spaceflight. As the character of Glenn Barton
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explained in “‘Sphere of No Return,” “if there are going to be colonies in outer
space, the pioneers can't all be men.” Appropriate female test subjects were
easily found at Barton’s Human Factors Institute. The episode’s opening shot
showed three men in lab coats sitting at consoles, while Barton's assistant Miss
Allen (played by Joyce Meadows) occupied another console in the foreground.
Rather than test her openly, Barton initially measured Allen’s abilities by taking
her on a date to an amusement park, where he surreptitiously timed her reac-
tions using a stopwatch.*

When Barton decided to include Allen in spaceflight readiness experi-
ments, the romantic overtones of Miss Allen's obvious crush on Dr. Barton
overshadowed her participation—and established him a charismatic and
romantically attractive leading man. Having measured her abilities at the
amusement park, Barton included Allen in a series of tests, pairing her with
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Cory, a male subject who had also already proven himself. Throughout a pres-
sure chamber simulation test and a real high-altitude balloon flight, both Allen
and Cory experienced the psychological dangers of spaceflights. The group’s
success through a series of adventures in the gondola (avoiding power lines,
dodging thunderstorms, and surviving hypoxia) ended with a safe landing
thanks to Dr. Barton's quick thinking. In the final scene, Miss Allen confessed
her attraction. Both she and Barton realized, however, that his dedication to
work made a relationship impossible.**

The question of women’s physical capabilities recurred several times
throughout the series. In an episode titled “Escape to Nepal,” Barton included
an expert laboratory technician and linguist named Marilyn Sidney (portrayed
by Joan Granville) in his high-altitude mountain-climbing expedition because
‘one day women might be indispensable in spaceflight.” Although Sidney also
made sandwiches and coffee as the group climbed, she demonstrated her value
to the expedition through her linguistic skills.** Barton again tested women for
possible spaceflight stresses in an episode titled ‘Astro Female.” After narrow-
ing down his possible candidates from the hundreds who volunteered, Barton
tested four and concluded, in a voiceover describing the reaction of another
colleague, ‘Dr. Cremer’s eyebrows went up. He couldn't believe it. But it was
proven. What I had always believed: the female body is even better equipped
to handle radical changes than the male’s [is].” The show concluded with the
summary statement that “when the chips are down, the so-called ‘weaker sex’
is a myth.”* Such episodes reflected contemporary scientific curiosity about
women's physical abilities even as American society reinforced narrow gender
roles, especially for married, middle-class white women.*

In contrast, women in Men into Space served primarily to express fears
unacknowledged by men. When a lead researcher’s wife questioned the safety
of flying a nuclear-powered rocket in “Lost Missile,” her husband dismissed her
question before it could be answered, saying to McCauley, “Now, isn't that just
like a woman?"* Such fears had no place in a spacecraft. In an early episode,
‘Moon Landing,” McCauley offered the astronauts’ wives the backhanded com-
pliment that as a man, he would not be able to endure such worrying; he would
much rather fly to the Moon than sit at home, watching the risky venture. When
they were not reflecting the emotion of the drama, however, women in Men into
Space represented dangerous distractions. In an episode titled “Moonquake,”
an astronaut preoccupied by concerns about his injured wife, who had been in
an automobile accident, put the crew in danger.*® Likewise, in “First Woman on
the Moon,” the only episode of Men into Space with a woman shown going into
space, Renza Hale, the wife accompanying her scientist husband on a mission,
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caused problems for the crew when she refused to acknowledge the need for
her own protection.*

In The Man and the Challenge, the exploration of gender and capability be-
came metaphorical as well as literal. In the second episode, “Maximum Capacity,”
Dr. Barton worked with three world-class American male skiers to answer the
question, ‘Are skiers better qualified to function and survive among certain ex-
treme conditions?” Quickly, however, the episode revealed itself to be concerned
with spaceflight—and national spirit. When one skier was afraid of a slope called
Madden's Ridge, described as “a steep three thousand foot drop,” Barton exhorted
him to act by appealing to a national need for psychological toughness:

Let's change the name of Madden Ridge. Let's call it outer space.
We gonna give that up too without a try? We weren't the first with
jets. We weren't the first with a satellite. Somebody else was. The
North Pole is our new frontier. Our radar posts are scattered all
over the Arctic. Finland was saved once by the quality of her ski
troops. Could we do the same thing if it happened in Alaska? Or
are we just going to keep on being second best from here on in?*!

The message was clear: getting the skier to attempt an extreme slope modeled
the national psychological toughening required for cold war success. Accord-
ing to these episodes of The Man and the Challenge, spaceflight would require
a particular kind of toughness, both physical and metaphorical, often coded as
masculinity and tied to national prestige.

Different Models of Masculinity

Such explorations reflected the cultural context. The late 1950s and early 1960s
were a historical moment of gender anxiety. The rigid gender roles asserted
after the end of World War II, described so effectively by historian Elaine Tyler
May in Homeward Bound, seemed to be breaking down. What was called pro-
tofeminism, the first evidence of what would become the Second Wave of the
women's movement, was being felt. At the same time, men suffered from a crisis
in masculinity created by other cultural aspects of 1950s suburban life, includ-
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ing “momism,” “organization men,” and bureaucratic softness. The reactions
to the “Sputnik moment” that called for a return to American frontier ideals
also underscored cultural concerns about a loss of masculine toughness. Histo-
rian Robert D. Dean has argued that President John F. Kennedy's foreign policy
cannot be understood without appreciating how ideologies about masculinity,
acted out through cold war assessments of strength and weakness, underlaid

his administration’s decision making.*
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A reassertion of traditional masculinity became a central message of sev-
eral episodes of The Man and the Challenge. In “Odds Against Survival,” Barton
brought three prominent scientists and their wives aboard a nuclear submarine
under the pretense that he had been ordered to rescue them from nuclear anni-
hilation prompted by a European conflict. The scientists slowly adjusted to their
confinement and began to seek survival solutions (which was, of course, the real
test: how people could survive the extended confinement thought to be needed to
outlast the aftereffects of a nuclear blast). At the same time, one of the scientists,
the henpecked Dr. Robinson, learned to assert himself. Only as he took on a more
traditional manly role was he able to help save the group—and his marriage.*

However, headstrong, unyielding cockiness was explicitly identified in sev-
eral episodes as undesirable for space flights. In “White Out,” Barton explained
in the opening voiceover that “with manned interplanetary flight only years
away, the problem of personnel for spaceships was becoming more acute. What
was the best personality, physical, and psychological, for men in command po-
sitions?” Through a high-seas experiment with several highly capable test sub-
jects aboard a sailing ship, Barton exposed one of them, John Napier (played
by Keith Larsen), as overly assertive. Napier assumed too much responsibility,
relied too much on his own supposed superiority, and ultimately proved unable
to cope with even small setbacks, a dangerous combination for leadership in
space.* Likewise, in an episode titled “Hurricane Mesa,” Barton required a test
pilot to become a clerk for ejection seat
tests using dummies on a rocket sled.
The man'’s successful adaptation to the
boring job demonstrated that careful
record keeping would be just as vital
as human risk taking in the new space
age.” Finally, an episode about the psy-
chological conditions astronauts could
face while confined in a floating space-
craft awaiting an ocean rescue ended
with the reassertion of the importance
of psychological screening for all space
candidates.*® The strength and tenacity
needed for spaceflight must be a cer-
tain kind of masculinity, not uncom-

promising machismo.

In Men into Space, Colonel Ed FIGURE 5. Bill Lundigan portrayed Colonel Ed McCauley
as an ideal 1950s man: level-headed, action-oriented,

Mc(]au]ey exempliﬁed contemporary and unfailingly loyal to family and country. Man and
. ) . . the Challenge © Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios, Inc.
masculine ideals (Figure 5). In addition All Rights Reserved. Courtesy of MGM Media Licensing.
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to being a calm, deliberate leader of men (a model military officer), he was also
a faithful husband and family man who bought his son a model rocket because
he had to miss one of the boy's little league baseball games because of a mis-
sion. One scholarly analysis of 1950s television summarized the Colonel Mc-
Cauley character as a reflection of the ideals of the time:

McCauley represented one of those quiet, heroic figures which
have now gone out of style. As the series developed, he evolved into
almost a perfect paradigm of the way America was then pleased
to view itself. At a time when the military was held in high esteem,
McCauley was proudly exhibited as the best that the military had to
offer. His presence was a reassurance to the nation that its welfare
was in strong capable hands.*”

In fact, Bill Lundigan, the actor who played McCauley, sometimes asked for
script changes when he thought that the character was being depicted as too
perfect to be believable. In the interest of dramatic tension, McCauley’s crew-
mates had more license to be imperfect.

In comparison, Dr. Glenn Barton of The Man and the Challenge modeled
an adventurous and challenging masculinity that was fit, capable, daring, and
flirtatious—but ultimately married to his work. He was handsome and dash-
ing. He was also somehow immune to the physical challenges that his subjects
faced (even when he shared the same
space with them). In the first episode,
in which Dr. Barton tested people
aboard an unpressurized balloon gon-
dola, he watched, utterly unaffected by
the thin atmosphere, as the other test
subjects struggled to breathe, focus,
or move. In most perilous situations
encountered in the show, Barton pro-
vided the model for bravery, wits, and
strength that allowed the situations to
be resolved (Figure 6).

However, the muscular masculinity
on weekly display in The Man and the
Challenge remains open to multiple

readings, especially in retrospect. For

FIGURE 6. The dashing, dedicated, and daring scientist

Dr. Glenn Barton was depicted by George Nader, who most of his adult ]ife’ George Nader
was in his personal life as openly gay as one could

be in Hollywood in the 1950s. Man and the Challenge was as open]y gay as one could be in
© Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios, Inc. All Rights . [
Reserved. Courtesy of MGM Media Licensing. HOHyWOOd in the 1950s. He met his life
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partner, Mark Miller, in 1947. They set up a household together, remaining to-
gether as a couple for 55 years, until Nader's death in 2002. Although neither
came out publicly until 1985 after the death of their close friend and Nader’s
former Universal Studios colleague, Rock Hudson, Nader and Miller lived to-
gether openly. Nader resisted some of the studio’s most extreme suggestions for
disguising his sexual orientation, participating in public dates with Hollywood
actresses but refusing to consider a sham marriage to a female secretary. Cast
as a beefcake actor, Nader ultimately became frustrated with the opportunities
Universal offered him and went out on his own in 1958 (thus making him avail-
able to star in the Ziv production of The Man and the Challenge in 1959). By 1964,
he and Miller moved to Germany to explore Nader’s options overseas. Nader’s
identity as a gay man would not have been known publically when The Man and
the Challenge aired, but the assertive heterosexuality emphasized in his perfor-
mance as Dr. Glenn Barton—and, indeed, the assumption of straightness at the
core of most contemporary assertions of masculinity—is ironic in hindsight.*®

Setting the Stage for Spaceflights
Projections of masculine strength, as demonstrated by McCauley in Men into
Space and as examined by Barton in The Man and the Challenge, proved to be
critical contexts for the first human spaceflight missions. The first such flight,
Yuri Gagarin's single orbit on April 12, 1961, came just five days before the
United States’ very public failure in the invasion of Cuba by covertly trained
Cuban exiles at the Bay of Pigs. The combination of two perceived defeats un-
dermined President John F. Kennedy’s image of taking a strong stance against
worldwide communism.

Kennedy’s cold war foreign policy was often cast, at the time and by the ad-
ministration, in gendered terms of masculine strength. As Robert D. Dean has
argued about Kennedy's diplomatic choices,

Fear of the consequences of being judged “unmanly” influenced
the reckoning of political costs or benefits associated with possible
responses to those threats. In this sense, gender must be under-
stood not as an independent cause of policy decisions, but as part
of the very fabric of reasoning employed by officeholders.*

President Kennedy and his New Frontiersmen saw the space race in the same
framework of strength versus weakness thatimbued the rest of his foreign policy.

Alan Shepard’s successful suborbital mission on May 5, 1961, became part
of Kennedy's decision calculus about international displays of technological
strength. Even before Shepard flew, White House decision makers were debat-
ing the nation’s space policy. A week after Gagarin's flight, President Kennedy

28 Chapter 1



sent a memorandum to Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson asking, ‘Is there
any other space program which promises dramatic results in which we could
win?” Johnson's reply confirmed Kennedy’'s concerns about American pres-
tige abroad and suggesting possible directions for the U.S. space program. In
response, Kennedy declared before a joint session of Congress that the United
States would complete a human lunar landing “before this decade is out.”
Amazingly, when the president committed the nation to that ambitious goal,
American human spaceflight experience totaled fifteen minutes and twenty-
eight seconds (the duration of Shepard’s mission just three weeks earlier). The
lunar landing decision illustrated how deeply Kennedy felt the imperative to
exhibit strength, not weakness, in the cold war.*

Would ordinary Americans who watched these historic events unfold in
1961 have linked them to what they saw on television during a prime-time
space-themed drama broadcast over a year earlier? Did they remember the de-
pictions of masculinity in Men into Space or The Man and the Challenge as they
heard about Gagarin's or Shepard’s flights? Probably not directly. But the social
and cultural contexts that guided Frederick Ziv as he produced those programs
also shaped the conditions under which high-level political leaders considered
American prestige and made real decisions about actual spaceflights.

In their short lifetimes, The Man and the Challenge and Men into Space
reflected the contemporary state of thinking regarding spaceflight’s risks and
those who would soon assume them. Five months before these shows first
aired, NASA had already announced that seven male jet test pilots would be the
United States’ first astronauts. But by the time Gagarin and Shepard flew their
history-making missions, Men into Space had aired the rationales for space-
flights and justified the risks, and The Man and the Challenge had dramatized
the physical and psychological demands that future space travelers would face.
Together, these programs emphasized assertions of toughness and determina-
tion, coded as masculinity, both for individuals and for the nation.

The Coda, or How Does This Story End?

Men into Space and The Man and the Challenge represented a very different
cultural moment than the space-themed shows that followed in the 1960s. By
the time human spaceflight was well underway, viewers looking for realis-
tic television programs about outer space found instead family sitcoms with
space themes, such as The Jetsons (1962-63), My Favorite Martian (1963-66),
Lost in Space (1965-68), and I Dream of Jeannie (1965-70). Such programs re-
cast changing family and gender dynamics in space-themed settings but did not
consider seriously the scientific underpinnings of spaceflight.®! Although Star
Trek (1966-69) did treat spaceflight as a central issue, the program still used its
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space setting primarily as a way to address contemporary social and cultural
issues back on Earth.

Why was the serious consideration of human spaceflight on prime-time
television so brief? For Ziv, the answer was that the industry changed. After the
major television networks began producing their own syndicated programs,
opportunities for independently produced series diminished quickly. In 1956,
when the networks entered this market for the first time, there were twenty-
nine first-run (independent) syndicated programs on the air. Four years later,
there were ten. By 1964, only one remained. Ziv Television did not survive the
transition.”

As Frederick Ziv recalled, by the end of the 1950s, the networks were de-
manding business agreements that made it impossible for independent pro-
duction companies to compete, ultimately leading to his decision to sell.

The reason I sold my business is because I recognized that the net-
works were taking command of everything, and were permitting
independent producersnoroom atall . . . The networks demanded
a percentage of your profits, they demanded script approval, cast
approval . . . You were just doing whatever the networks asked you
to do. And that was not my type of operation. I didn’t care to be-
come an employee of the networks.

Proud of his company’s independence, Ziv chose to leave the industry rather
than compete on disadvantageous terms. In July 1959 (just months before Men
into Space and The Man and the Challenge went on air), he sold an 80% interest in
Ziv Television to investors for a reported $14 million. A year later, United Artists
acquired both the final 20% from Ziv and the initial 80% share from the banking
groups. Frederick Ziv retired in 1965, after thirty-five years in the business.*

Would Men into Space or The Man and the Challenge have lasted more
than one season if Ziv Television had survived to promote them? Perhaps. But
The Man and the Challenge had stiff competition, airing each week opposite
the iconic and, by that time, firmly established family situation comedy Leave
It to Beaver (1957-63) on ABC. Also, Men into Space suffered from some of the
earnestness and rigidity that was a by-product of official Department of De-
fense review. Although they left the airwaves after one season, thanks to Ziv's
business model, both shows survived in reruns, giving them another chance to
make an impression on their audiences. In the end, by depicting realistic ad-
ventures based on actual scientific principles and practices, Men into Space and
The Man and the Challenge prepared television audiences for the technological
achievements and public performances of risk-taking masculinity that human
spaceflight soon provided.
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Film Sources

The Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., holds six episodes of The Man
and the Challenge in its Copyright Collection. A complete run of both programs
are in the United Artists Corporation Records, which are held by the Wisconsin
Center for Film and Theatre Research at the Wisconsin Historical Society in
Madison.
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