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The Race for Space

Throughout history, human beings have gazed on the stars, but in 

the mid-20th century, people began to reach for them—literally. 

During the 1950s and ’60s, scientists in both the United States and 

the Soviet Union worked to develop ways to launch men into the 

heavens and eventually to the moon. In 1969, this goal was finally 

Yet, for hundreds of years, people 

could only guess what the surface of 

the moon might look like. Around 

1600, British scientist William 

Gilbert drew a map of the moon 

based on observations made with the 

naked eye. The map depicted Earth’s 

satellite as being much like Earth 

itself, with continents surrounded 

by oceans. Less than a decade later, 

the invention of the telescope aided 

humankind’s ability to see the 

features of the moon. In 1610, Italian 

scientist Galileo Galilei published 

drawings of the moon as seen through 

a telescope. His sketches revealed a surface covered 

with craters and mountains. Although Galileo did  

not see any water, he believed that any oceans on 

achieved when American astronauts 

Neil Armstrong and Edwin “Buzz” 

Aldrin of the Apollo 11 lunar mission 

became the first human beings 

to walk on the moon. Their steps 

forever changed the way humankind 

looked at Earth’s satellite.

Centuries before Apollo 11 

rocketed to the moon, though, 

people had looked to that heavenly 

body in wonder and admiration. 

Many cultures worshiped lunar gods 

or developed myths about figures 

such as the man in the moon. People 

the world over used the moon’s 

phases as a calendar, and some cultures created 

megaliths that may have served to record or 

predict the moon’s orbital pattern.

 

Apollo 11’s  

advanced modules 

and rockets  

were constructed  

at facilities 

throughout  

Southern California  

and locations  

around the country.
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As the rocket boosters  

ignited and Apollo 11  

began launching, the 

gantry (a bridgelike  

structure used for 

servicing the rocket)

gradually disconnected, 

allowing the Saturn V  

to accelerate.
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From the beginning, the Soviet Union 

dominated the space race, sending Sputnik, the 

world’s first artificial satellite, into Earth orbit 

in October 1957. Only a month later, the Soviets 

launched Sputnik 2, with a dog named Laika 

aboard. After a failed attempt in December 1957, 

the Americans finally sent their first satellite into the skies on January 

31, 1958. The Soviets remained in the lead, however, sending the first 

unmanned spacecraft around the moon in October 1959 and then 

launching cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin into space in April 1961, making 

him both the first human in space and the first to orbit the Earth. 

The next month, astronaut Alan Shepard became the first American 

in space, but it wasn’t until February 1962 that John Glenn would 

become the first American to orbit the planet.

Laika died within hours after 

Sputnik 2’s launch, but her  

pioneering flight enabled humans 

such as Yuri Gagarin (above)  

to attempt further missions.
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timeline

1930 	 	Buzz	Aldrin	is	born	on	January	20,	Neil	Armstrong	on	August	5,	and	Michael	Collins	on	October	31.

1957 	 	The	Soviet	Union	launches	Sputnik,	the	world’s	first	artificial	satellite,	into	Earth	orbit	on	October	4.

1957 The	Soviet	Union	launches	Sputnik 2,	carrying	a	dog,	into	Earth	orbit	on	November	3.

1957 The	first	U.S.	attempt	to	launch	a	satellite	on	December	6	is	a	failure,	as	the	rocket	explodes.

1958 The	first	successful	American	satellite	launch	is	completed	on	January	31.

1958 NASA	is	founded	in	July	and	begins	operations	on	October	1.

1959 On	October	4,	the	Soviet	Union’s	unmanned	Luna 3	circles	the	moon	and	photographs	its	far	side.

1961  On	April	12,	cosmonaut	Yuri	Gagarin	becomes	the	first	human	in	space	and	the	first	to	orbit	the	planet.

1961 Alan	Shepard	becomes	the	first	American	in	space	on	May	5.

1961  On	May	25,	president	John	F.	Kennedy	announces	his	goal	of	landing	a	man	on	the	moon	before		
the	decade	is	out.

1962 On	February	20,	John	Glenn	becomes	the	first	American	to	orbit	Earth.

1962 Neil	Armstrong	is	selected	to	join	NASA’s	astronaut	corps.

1963 Buzz	Aldrin	and	Michael	Collins	become	NASA	astronauts.

1965 On	March	18,	cosmonaut	Aleksey	Leonov	becomes	the	first	person	to	walk	in	space.

1965  In	March,	NASA	conducts	the	first	manned	launch	of	Project	Gemini,	a	program	that	continues	
through	November	1966.

1967  On	January	27,	the	crew	of	Apollo	1	is	killed	when	their	command	module	catches	fire	during	a	
simulation.

1968 On	October	11,	Apollo	7	launches	on	a	mission	to	test	the	command	module	in	Earth	orbit.

1968  Apollo	8,	which	launches	on	December	21,	completes	10	orbits	of	the	moon	and	returns	safely	to	Earth.

1969 Apollo	9	launches	on	March	3	to	complete	the	testing	of	the	lunar	module	in	Earth	orbit.

1969 Apollo	10	launches	on	May	18,	and	the	lunar	module	flies	to	within	50,000	feet	(15,240	m)	of	the	moon.

1969 On	July	20,	Armstrong	and	Aldrin	become	the	first	men	to	set	foot	on	the	moon.

1972 The	final	Apollo	mission,	Apollo	17,	launches	on	December	7.

astronomers: people	who	study	the	universe	and	its	stars,	
planets,	and	other	bodies

Cold War: a	period	from	1946	to	1989,	marked	by	hostile	relations	
and	a	weapons	buildup	(but	not	direct	warfare)	between	the	U.S.	
and	the	Soviet	Union

cosmonaut: the	title	for	an	astronaut	from	Russia	or	the	former	
Soviet	Union

Earth orbit: a	path	around	Earth	followed	by	an	object	in	space

geology: the	study	of	rocks,	soil,	and	minerals

megaliths: large	stones,	often	placed	upright	or	used	in	the	
construction	of	ancient	monuments

micrometeorites: tiny	pieces	of	rock	that	strike	the	moon	at	
speeds	of	up	to	64,000	miles	(103,000	km)	per	hour

mission control: the	command	center	for	space	missions,	
located	at	the	Manned	Spacecraft	Center	(now	the	Johnson	Space	
Center)	in	Houston,	where	a	team	of	astronauts	and	engineers	
known	as	flight	controllers	monitor	spaceflights	and	issue	
instructions	to	astronauts	aboard	spacecraft

phases: shapes	of	the	moon,	from	new	moon	to	full	moon,	that	
recur	every	month

quarantine: isolation	from	others	for	a	time	in	order	to	prevent	
the	spread	of	disease

satellite: an	object	that	orbits	a	celestial	body;	satellites	can	be	
natural,	such	as	the	moon,	or	artificial,	such	as	space	vehicles	or	
communications	equipment

seismometers: instruments	used	to	measure	the	intensity	of	
earthquakes

sextant: an	instrument	used	to	determine	one’s	position	by	
measuring	the	height	of	the	sun	or	stars	above	the	horizon

simulation: an	exercise	in	which	actual	features	or	conditions	are	
reproduced	for	the	purpose	of	training	or	study

endnotes
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Across America and around the world, Armstrong, Aldrin, and 

Collins were regarded as heroes, and their stunning feat was seen as 

proof of America’s scientific and military superiority. Leaders from 

more than 100 foreign nations sent their congratulations. In order to 

capitalize on the goodwill generated by the successful moon mission, 

the Apollo 11 astronauts were sent on a 38-day diplomatic tour of 23 

countries, including England, Japan, Iran, and Spain. Upon their 

return, Collins took a position with the U.S. 

state department, while Armstrong and 

Aldrin remained with NASA for a time, 

although neither ever returned to space.

In the years following Apollo 11’s 

successful moon landing, six more Apollo 

Aldrin, Collins, and Armstrong 

(from left to right, waving in  

lead car) were treated to a 

ticker-tape parade in New York  

City on August 13, 1969.

Apollo 11 Profile: Gene Kranz
Born on August 17, 1933, in Toledo, Ohio, Gene Kranz 

served as flight director during Apollo 11. A former air 

force fighter pilot, Kranz joined NASA in 1960 and served 

as an assistant flight director during Project Mercury 

before becoming a flight director for Project Gemini. As 

flight director during Apollo 11’s moon landing, Kranz 

was responsible for the team of flight controllers who 

monitored the spacecraft’s descent from mission control. 

After Apollo 11, Kranz served as flight director for Apollo 13, 

helping its astronauts return home safely after an explosion 

disabled the craft. When the Apollo program ended, Kranz 

served as NASA’s director of mission operations for the 

space shuttle program, retiring in 1994. In 2000, his book 

Failure Is Not an Option, about his years in mission control, 

was published.


