







    
    

      





    

 











      
   










  










   






    
    
    

 





In 1961 President John F. Kennedy made the

goal to be first on the moon a matter of national
honor. But were the Soviets truly in the running?
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1961–1962, UNITED STATES
Just four months after his inaugura-

tion, President John F. Kennedy vowed
to land Americans on the moon by the
end of the decade. That goal had been
suggested by, among others, Wernher
von Braun, the German-born rocket
engineer. At the same time, the U.S.
raced to catch up with the Soviets.
Alan B. Shepard became the first
American in space; nine months later
John H. Glenn matched Gagarin’s feat.

1957–1962, SOVIET UNION
The launch of Sputnik 1, the first ar-

tificial satellite, captured the world’s
attention. Subsequent flights lofted
dogs into space, paving the way for
humans to follow. On April 12, 1961,
Yuri A. Gagarin circled the globe in the
Vostok 1 spacecraft, solidifying the So-
viet lead in space. “Let the capitalist
countries catch up with our country!”
boasted Soviet premier Nikita S.
Khrushchev.
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1962–1967, UNITED STATES
After an intense dispute between Jerome

Weisner, the presidential science adviser, and
NASA managers, the agency in 1962 finalized
its plan for the Apollo program to the moon.
Under the guidance of NASA administrator
James Webb, and with the strong backing of
President Lyndon B. Johnson, the mission
proceeded quickly. Meanwhile NASA contin-
ued to lag in feats such as a space walk,
which the Soviets had accomplished three
months earlier. NASA received a serious blow
in 1967, when a cabin fire during a count-
down rehearsal killed three Apollo astronauts.

1962–1967, SOVIET UNION
Personal conflicts hampered the Soviet lu-

nar-landing program. Sergei P. Korolev con-
ceived of a huge rocket, the N-1, that would
transport cosmonauts to the moon. Korolev’s
plan was delayed by his clash with Valentin P.
Glushko. After his death in 1966, Korolev
was replaced by Vasily P. Mishin, who kept
the beleaguered N-1 program alive. The Sovi-
et space program also experienced technical
setbacks, including a 1967 reentry mishap
that killed the cosmonaut on the first flight of
the new Soyuz spacecraft.
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1967–1972, UNITED STATES
NASA recovered swiftly after the Apollo

fire. But George M. Low, director of the Apol-
lo program, worried about delays affecting
the lunar lander. At his urging, NASA changed
its launch schedule so that the first crew-car-
rying test flight of the Saturn V rocket (Apol-
lo 8 ) went into orbit around the moon on
December 24, 1968. Then on July 20, 1969,
the Apollo 11 lunar module made its historic
touchdown on the surface, ending the race
to the moon. Five more Apollo landings fol-
lowed before the U.S. lunar program tapered
off in 1972. 

1967–1974, SOVIET UNION
The giant N-1 rocket never performed

properly. On its second test launch, the N-1
exploded, wiping out its launch facilities.
Glushko assumed control of N-1 develop-
ment in 1974. He promptly canceled the pro-
gram and dismantled the existing rockets.
Pieces of the N-1 found ignominious duty as
storage sheds. Many associated pieces of
hardware, including a lunar lander and a
semiflexible lunar space suit, were destroyed
or placed into museums.
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1975–PRESENT
In 1975 the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. con-

ducted a rendezvous between a Soyuz
and an Apollo spacecraft. That event
set a precedent for the current plan to
combine most U.S. and Russian human
spaceflight activities, leading to an in-
ternational space station by 2002. The
station could open a new chapter in
the collaborative exploration of space.
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