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The Space Race was exacerbated by events such as the construction of the Berlin 

Wall, the Cuban Missile Crisis and the outbreak of war n Southeast Asia. On October 

4, 1957, a Soviet R-7 intercontinental ballistic missile launched Sputnik (Russian for 

“traveller”), the world’s first artificial satellite and the first man-made object to be 

placed into the Earth’s orbit, which came as a surprise to Americans. They had seen 

space exploration as the next frontier; a logical extension of the grand American 

tradition of exploration, and it was crucial not to lose too much ground to the 

Soviets. In 1958, the U.S. launched its own satellite, Explorer I, designed by the U.S. 

Army under the direction of rocket scientist Wernher von Braun. That same year, 

President Dwight Eisenhower signed a public order creating the National Aeronautics 

and Space Administration (NASA), a federal agency dedicated to space exploration. 

 

Buzz Aldrin poses for a photograph beside the U.S. flag during the Apollo 11 mission on July 20, 1969 

In 1959, the Soviet space program took another step forward with the launch of Luna 

2, the first space probe to hit the moon. In April 1961, the Soviet cosmonaut Yuri 

Gagarin became the first person to orbit Earth, traveling in the capsule-like 

spacecraft Vostok 1. For the U.S. effort to send a man into space, dubbed Project 

Mercury, NASA engineers designed a smaller, cone-shaped capsule far lighter than 



Vostok, and on May 5, astronaut Alan Shepard became the first American in space 

(though not in orbit). The USA stated that they would be able to launch the first man 

in space.  

 

By landing on the moon, the United States effectively “won” the space race that had 

begun with Sputnik’s launch in 1957. The American public’s attention was captivated 

by the space race, and the various developments by the Soviet and U.S. space 

programs were heavily covered in the national media. While American astronauts 

were depicted as heroes, Soviets were pictured as the ultimate villains, with their 

massive, relentless efforts to surpass America and prove the power of the communist 

system. 

For this lesson please read above notes and the notes in your textbook (page 103 to 

105) and thereafter complete the following activity 

Activity 4.2 ( page 105) numbers 1 to 7 


