Not In My Backyard
Could Public Sentiment Against the Deployment of Nike
Missile Defenses Near Densly Pouplated Urban Areas Have
Contributed to the Program’s Overall Discontinuation?
KEVIN PALMER

The story of the Nike missile is one of the lesser

known stories of the Cold war. For more than
two decades, practically the entire first half of the
Cold War, the Army operated Nike missile program
(among several other defensive weapons) was at the
center of the U.S. continental defense system and
played a key role in strategic plans for protecting
the country from a Soviet nuclear attack. Despite
this, the Nike missile has seemingly been relegated
to that of a Cold War history footnote. Fortunately,
its actual use was never needed, as no live Nike
missile was ever fired (at least intentionally) outside of testing. For those who are not old enough to
have lived through it; and maybe even for those who
were old enough but had not lived near an area designated as a target for Soviet nuclear weapons, the
Nike missile was likely a non-issue. But for those
who lived in areas protected by Nike missiles, their
presence was hardly a secret.
In the early part of the fifties, Nike missile installations started going up around and even within
several major U.S. urban centers and military bases
across the country. Howevery many of these sites
were closed after only a few years of operation.
They all were closed and vacated by 1974. General
consensus among Cold War historians is that the
downfall of the Nike was the result of a combination of three specific things. The first was its lack
of effectiveness against the ICBM. The second was
its consequent lack of financial support from Congress, who by 1974 was knee deep in budgetary
concerns over the war in Vietnam. Its thrid, and
final blow seems to have come with the SALT I talks
and the consequent signing of the ABM (Anti-Balistic Missile) Treaty. There is little evidence for one
to dispute the legitimacy of each of these claims.
But when one looks at the locations of these missiles, another question comes to mind. How did
the American public, who in some cases lived and
played right next door, respond to having these

(potentially
nuclear warhead equipped)
Nike missiles
located essentially in their own
city’s “backyard”? This essay
will argue that howevor minor, public
concern over the Army confiscation of property,
both public and private, and the various safety
hazards posed by the Nike missle sites, was a persistant issue the government faced throughout the
Nike missile career, and therefore must have been
taken into consideration when the program was
discontinued entirely (within the United States) in
the early seventies.

The Winged Goddess of Victory

Developed and deployed before rise of the ICBM
(Intercontinental Balistic Missile) and the general
acceptance of the M.A.D. doctrine in the 1960’s,
the Nike missile was remnant of a time early in the
Cold War when the United States was still focused
first and foremost on its ability to defend itself from

Above right: The “oozlefinch”, the unnoficial mascot of the Air Defense Artillery branch of the United States Army. A featherless bird, the
oozlefinch flies backwards at supersonic speeds and takes out enemy
aircraft. Image courtesy of the U.S. Army ADA School (online).
Right: Front to back: The Nike Ajax, Nike Hercules, and Nike Zeus EX
missiles. The Nike Zeus EX, also known as the Spartan missile was
one of several other experimental versions of the NIke following the
introduction of the Nike Hercules. Designed to take out Soviet ICBMs,
not just aircraft, the Spartan was never put into deployment by the U.S.
Army. Image courtesy of the U.S. Army Redstone Arsenal Historical
Information (online).
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The control site (above) and launch site (below) of Nike Missile Defense
Site W-64, located in Lorton, VA. W-64 was the first fixed nike site in the
U.S. It was a double site, meaning it housed six nike magazines (seen
below) as opposed to the standard three. Images courtesy of Christopher
Bright, “Nike Defends Washington: Antiaircraft Missiles in Fairfax County,
VA During the Cold War, 1954-1974”.
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a nuclear attack, not
just being able to retaliate against those capable of carrying one out
(i.e. the Soviet Union).
The primary concern for
the United States Defense Department at the
time was the protecton
of the continental U.S.
from nuclear equipped,
Soviet long range bomber aircraft, not missiles.
Military aircraft in the
fifties were becoming significantly faster, flying higher, and with the
advent of nuclear weapons, much more deadly. As
a result, traditonal Army flak based anti-aircraft
artillery was rapidly becoming obsolete.
Dubbed “Nike” after the mythological Greek goddess, the Nike missile went through numerous
iterations throughout the length of its career, but
only two saw actual service. With its deployment
beginning in 1953, the original Nike Ajax (MIM-3)
was the first guided, surface-to-air missile ever put
into service, and had started undergoing developement as far back as during the Second World War.
It carried a traditional (non-nuclear) high explosive warhead, and a single missile could successfully take out a single enemy aircraft up to thirty
miles away. But it had several major flaws, the
most important of which was its inability to reliably
knock out more than one aircraft. The rectification
of those flaws led to the development of a second
Nike missile, the Hercules (MIM14). Rolled out to
Nike missile sites beginning in 1958, the Hercules
was designed specifically to carry a small nuclear
warhead (though many were outfitted with just
traditional high explosives). With a much improved
range of ninety six miles, the idea was that a nuclear equipped Hercules would not only be able to take
out whole formations of enemy aircraft, but could
disable enemy nuclear devices as well. Its warhead,
the W-31, was a relatively small yeild nuclear weapon and was considered
to be more stable (less
accident prone) than its
predecessors. The W-31
had undergone testing,
The front (above left) and back
(left), of an undated Cheerios
box advertising free “Plastic
Model U.S. Army Guided Missile
and Launcher” set found inside.
Given that the Nike missile on the
box most closely resembles that
of a Nike Ajax missile, the box
was most likely sold sometime in
the mid fifties. Images courtesy
of Tick Tock Toys - Archives and
Galleries (online).

but the device and the Hercules were never actually
tested together at the altitude in which they would
have been put to use if necessary . Regardless,
potential nuclear fallout from a Nike missile exploding over a U.S. city was considered to be minimal, and whatever harm a Nike nuclear explosion
might cause was determined to be preferrable over
a Soviet one. All in all, the Nike missile (both Ajax
and Hercules) were really intended to be last ditch
efforts.
Living next to nuclear weapons naturally made the
public feel uneasy, and public safety concerns over
living in close proximity to the missiles were not
unwarranted. Accidents at Nike sites had occurred.
A rogue Ajax was accidently fired from Washington
D.C. site W-13 at Fort Meade, MD in 1955. Luckily
it exploded over the Baltimore-Washington Parkway
without causing harm. Another incident would
not be so lucky. In 1958, an Ajax exploded on the
ground at a site in New Jersey and killed ten people,
four of them civilians. Finding land sufficient to
house a Nike site posed problems with the public
as well. Each site had to be within 25 miles of the
center of the area it protected. A typical Nike missile site generally was made up of three parts, a
launch site, a control site, and a radar site. In most
instances the radar and control sites were situated
together, resulting usally in two, but sometimes
three separate installations that made up a single
site. In addition to numerous other strict requirements, all parts had to be somewhere within 1000
to 6000 yards apart. Thus, a Nike site required a
significant and very specific chunk of land. Preferring to use federal government owned land, that of
which met Nike requirements rarely existed, the
Army was forced in most cases to obtain private or
local government owned land. Needles to say, this
rarely went over well, and the Army’s practice of
condemning land before aquiring it did not help.
The Pentagon knew that for these reasons, convincing the public to accept the nearby placement of the
Nikes would be a challenge. They openly provided
information to the press, held community outreach
meetings, displayed the missiles for all to see on
Armed Forces Day, and marketed the Nike on products such as cereal boxes. Lassie even got involved
in a 1963 episode appropriately entitled “The Patriot”. For some it worked. Many determined that
the confiscation of property and the risk of an accident outweighed the alternative, but not everybody
bought in.

Not Bad Neighbors...If You’re a Farmer

(Or a Prison)
The nations capital was fortunate in that it’s surrounding terrain allowed for, for the most part ideal
placement of Nike installations. It’s ring of Nike
sites was joined with that of Baltimore’s, forming a
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shape that resembled more of a slanted, oblong
oval with site W-13 at Fort Meade, MD in the center. In at least one area of the Washington defensive area, the Nike recieved a fairly warm reception.
Fairfax County, VA, now a densly populated suburb
of Washington, D.C. was home to at one point in
time, three Nike site locations. In the fifties and
sixties however, the landscape of most of Fairfax
County was quite different. Most of Fairfax was
rural farmland. W-83 in Herndon/Great Falls was
established on land aquired from a family of dairy
farmers. W-74 located off of Popes Head Road was
placed within three or four miles of Fairfax City on
land aquired from an orchard owner, but that was
as close to any of the sites in Fairfax got to anything that could remotely be considered an urban
population. There was some resistance from landowners, but otherwise not many people there to
complain.
The Lorton site, W-64 had it especially easy. Situated on land occupied by corn fields, and owned by
a D.C. penitentiary, the Lorton site was a shoo-in.
It’s ideal location, proximity to Washington D.C,
and establishment as a “double site”, meaning it
housed twice as many Nike missiles, also earned
it the title of the “National Nike Site” or “National
Show Battery”. Practically anybody could go visit.
Open houses were held regularly on Sundays. Visiting the Nike site at Lorton was a field trip, something fun to do. Its relative isolation certainly
helped. Its much easier to appreciate such a
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place when its in the middle of farmland owned by
a prison, not in your backyard where you used to
hang out and play. This accesibility changed with
the arrival of the Nike Hercules and subsequent increased security measures, but according to several
accounts, the soldiers stationed at W-64 and the
other sites in Fairfax County continued to play an
active in the community as well. One author, declaring the Nike bases in Fairfax “not so bad neighbors” cites examples of Nike soldiers giving blood
and hosting parties for schoolchildren. Designating
W-64 in rural Fairfax County as a “National Nike
Site” open to the public served a dual purpose really. On the one hand it helped establish the site and
others in Fairfax County as a welcomed part
of the larger Fairfax
community.

On the other, by showcasing how wonderful qualified the crew at W-64 was
and how safe the everything was at Lorton, it could be used as a marketing tool
through the press for the rest of the country as well. But for most cities, Fairfax county was likely the exception, not the rule.

“We’ve Won Our Point”

Cities like Chicago on the other hand faced a much different situation. Unable
to place Nike installations offshore in the middle of Lake Michigan, Chicago’s
ring resembled more of a crescent moon, with several sites being placed alongside the Lake Michigan shoreline, falling within the densly populated city itself.
It seems that little attention was paid to those site on the outskirts of the city,
but for those within, the case was quite the opposite.
Unfortunately for Chicago, the only space along the shoreline where a Nike site
could be placed was really its greenspace, or parkland. Whereas in Fairfax the
population eventually grew around parks that were once Nike sites (W-83 and
W-74), in Chicago Nike sites were implanted in existing parks. Nulla venenatis
neque id nulla lobortis nec varius neque condimentum. Aliquam dignissim
adipiscing malesuada. Sed iaculis, justo vitae sagittis vehicula, leo magna
laoreet lacus, vitae consequat lorem est sed magna. Nullam quis tincidunt
nunc. Aliquam lacinia egestas dolor, eget commodo sem pulvinar eget.
Donec tincidunt eleifend convallis. Cum sociis natoque penatibus et
magnis dis parturient montes, nascetur ridiculus mus. Nam posuere
lorem tincidunt lacus gravida eleifend.
Donec imperdiet ligula nec justo malesuada imperdiet. Nullam
vitae leo sed ligula sollicitudin accumsan in sed ante. Proin
scelerisque, ante ut semper lobortis, mauris quam blandit metus, facilisis facilisis leo mauris laoreet tortor. Proin
varius sollicitudin elit, non adipiscing neque varius non.
Sed iaculis tincidunt erat, faucibus vestibulum augue interdum pretium. Vestibulum scelerisque luctus volutpat.
Mauris odio tellus, facilisis vitae tempus ut, vehicula et
nulla. Quisque id purus nunc. Vivamus quis nunc et
nisl euismod laoreet. Nulla nisi nunc, dignissim lobortis aliquam id, tristique vel sapien. Curabitur eros
lectus, blandit ac malesuada at, hendrerit molestie
eros.
Donec imperdiet ligula nec justo malesuada imperdiet. Nullam vitae leo sed ligula sollicitudin
accumsan in sed ante. Proin varius sollicitudin
elit, non adipiscing neque varius non.
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Above: Apartment buildings towered over nearby Chicago Nike site
C-03 which was active from 1955-1965. Here the site’s crew is shown
alongside a Nike Hercules prepping the missile during a readiness
drill. Image courtesy of Michael Epperson, Ph.D., “Nike Missile Site
C-41 Promontory Point Jackson Park, Chicago 1955 - 1971” (online).

Conclusion

So was the American experience of the Nike missile
more like that of Fairfax County, or that of Chicago? And was public outcry against the placement
of Nike missiles, nuclear capable or otherwise, the
reason for the removal of said installations around
major cities? By itself the answer is almost certainly no. Was it a contributing factor? Quite possibly
yes. The role of the locations of the sites themselves
in the decision to cancel the Nike program cannot
be overlooked. Several cities along the Great Lakes
like Milwaukee, Cleveland, and Detroit saw distributions of Nike sites similar to that of Chicago. And
others, say Pittsburgh most certainly saw distributions like that of Washington D.C. Likewise, chances are that there were people on both sides of the
isle in each of those cities. Chances also are someone voiced their dissaproval loud enough for someone with enough power to make a decision to hear.
Public opinion is always difficult to quantify without raw data such as opinion polls, and more than
likely arguing one way or the other is probably a
moot point. But nevertheless, attempting to do so

Above: A photo of frisbee player enjoying Jackson Park in Chicago,
where Nike site C-41 was located from 1955 to 1971. The caption
is notable as “despite” is the key word here. Clearly there is at least
some amount of disdain from the author (presumably Nancy Hays)
towards the radar towers being situated at the “Point”. Image courtesy
of Michael Epperson, Ph.D., “Nike Missile Site C-41 Promontory Point
Jackson Park, Chicago 1955 - 1971” (online).

provides us with a greater understanding of what it
was like for the everyday person to live during times
past. One of the cardinal rules of studying history
is to take care as to not project the present into
analysis of the past. We live in a world today where
people become irate over having to walk through
body scanners at airports. How would we react
today to having to look out our apartment or office
window and seeing a nuclear missile sitting in a
public park and being told by our government that
it is for our own safety? Are we that different now a
half a century later?

Sources/Additional Information
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