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PREFACE

tomic Power in Space,” a history of the Space Isotope Power

Program of the United States, covers the period from the program’s

inception in the mid-1950s through 1982. Written in non-technical
language, the history is addressed to both the general public and those more
specialized in nuclear and space technologies.

The Space Isotope Power Program has been highly successful and has made
major contributions to the overall space program of the United States. It has
been part of notable technical triumphs and large-scale organizational endeav-
ors of the space and nuclear age and offers lessons from the program perspective
on the problems of modem-day research and development. It is important to
document the history now, while key participants can be located to relate their
first-hand experiences.

The story is told at a number of levels: developments and achievements at
the technical level; major events in the key institutions closely involved in RTG
technology, and the larger milieu of the time. A chronology (see Appendix)
presents important events in these different lines of action for the period
covered by the history. A Bibliography indicates major sources used in devel-
oping the different lines contributing to the total story; of course, classified
documents were not used.

lllustrations, diagrams, charts, and budgets are shown in Appendices. A table
of isotope power systems for space is also appended, as is a chronological
listing of launchings and an annotated chart on the different RTGs developed.

Acronyms used frequently in this narrative include:

AEC Atomic Energy Commission
NASA National Aeronautics and Space Administration
RTG Radioisotopic Thermoelectric Generator

SNAP Systems for Nuclear Auxiliary Power

In the series of SNAP devices developed for space and terrestrial use, odd-
numbered SNAPS were RTGs while even-numbered SNAPs were nuclear
reactor systems, not isotopic ones.

The following outline of chapter coverage may be helpful in following the
chronology of this history and of the program it describes:



