The People, The Politics, And The Promise
That Launched America Into The Space Age

‘CHASING INFINITY”

The Space Age is often regarded as one of humanity's greatest achievements. It
marked a period of exceptional scientific and technological advancements, with
the United States leading the charge to reach beyond the confines of Earth and

into the vast expanse of space. The journey to the stars was not without its
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challenges, however. It required a confluence of passionate visionaries, complex

politics, and unwavering promises to propel America into the Space Age.

The Visionaries

Behind every great endeavor, there are individuals who possess an unwavering
belief in the impossible. One such visionary was Dr. Wernher von Braun, a rocket
engineer with boundless dreams of reaching the moon. His scientific genius and
determination laid the foundation for the Apollo program, providing America with

the necessary technology to explore space.
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Accompanying Dr. von Braun was President John F. Kennedy, whose famous
moonshot speech galvanized the nation. Kennedy's vision, delivered on May 25,
1961, called for America to send astronauts to the moon and return them safely to
Earth within a decade. This audacious goal not only inspired the American people

but also set the stage for an intense and politically charged race to the stars.

The Politics
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While the visionaries provided the scientific and technological expertise, the
political climate of the time played a crucial role in launching America into the
Space Age. The Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union fueled
a sense of urgency to demonstrate superiority. The success of the Soviet Union's
launch of Sputnik in 1957 sent shockwaves throughout the American government,
highlighting the necessity for space exploration as a matter of national security

and pride.

The ensuing space race saw the United States and the Soviet Union engage in a
fierce competition, each striving to outdo the other in technological prowess and
accomplishments. The political landscape during this period was characterized by
an escalating arms race, with both nations investing heavily in space research
and development. The American government poured significant resources into
NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Administration), empowering the agency

to fulfill Kennedy's promise of landing humans on the moon.

The Promise

Perhaps no aspect of the Space Age was more compelling than the promise it
held for the American people. Amidst the political turmoil and rivalry, the space
program inspired a sense of hope, unity, and national pride. It showcased the

remarkable capabilities of human ingenuity and perseverance.

For the American public, the space program became more than just scientific
exploration. It symbolized the triumph of democracy and freedom over the
oppression of communism. It elevated the nation's standing on the world stage

and solidified its position as a leader in technological innovation.

The Space Age represented a pivotal moment in human history. It exemplified the

power of human ambition, political maneuvering, and the unwavering promise of



a better future. The remarkable achievements made during this era continue to
inspire generations, reminding us that with vision, determination, and
collaboration, we can overcome the barriers that confine us and propel ourselves

into the unknown.
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JFK issued the historic moon landing challenge. These are the stories of the
visionaries who helped America complete his vision with the first lunar landing

fifty years ago.

A Companion Book to the AMERICAN EXPERIENCE® Film on PBS®

Going in depth to explore their stories beyond the PBS series, writer/producer
Robert Stone —called “one of our most important documentary filmmakers”

by Entertainment Weekly —brings these important figures to brilliant life.

In 1961, President John F. Kennedy proposed the nation spend twenty billion

dollars to land a man on the Moon before the end of the decade. Based on
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eyewitness accounts and newly discovered archival material, Chasing the

Moon reveals for the first time the unknown stories of the fascinating individuals
whose imaginative work across several decades culminated in America’s
momentous achievement. More than a story of engineers and astronauts, the
moon landing—now celebrating its fiftieth anniversary—grew out of the dreams of
science fiction writers, filmmakers, military geniuses, and rule-breaking

scientists. They include

- Science fiction author Arthur C. Clarke, whose writing inspired some of the key
players in the Moon race. A scientific paper he wrote in his twenties led to the
U.S. beating Russia in one area of space: communications satellites.

« Wernher von Braun, the former Nazi military genius who oversaw Hitler's rocket
weapons program. After working on ballistic missiles for the U.S. Army, he was
recruited by NASA to manage the creation of the Saturn V moon rocket.

« Astronaut Frank Borman, commander of the first mission to circumnavigate the
Moon, whose powerful testimony before Congress in 1967 decisively saved the
U.S. lunar program from being cancelled.

- Poppy Northcutt, a young mathematician who was the first woman to work in
Mission Control. Her media exposure as a unique presence in this all-male world
allowed her the freedom to stand up for equal rights for women and minorities.

- Edward Dwight, an African American astronaut candidate, recruited at the urging
of the Kennedy White House to further the administration’s civil rights agenda—

but not everyone welcomed his inclusion.

Setting these key players in the political, social, and cultural climate of the time,
and including captivating photographs throughout, Chasing the Moon focuses on
the science and the history, but most important, the extraordinary

individuals behind what was undoubtedly the greatest human achievement of the

twentieth century.
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