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NOT JUST ANY INDEPENDENCE DAY
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It was a warm but not unpleasant summer day among the towering skyscrapers of Manhattan with the temperature hovering around eighty-five degrees and low humidity. The streets and sidewalks of the Big Apple seemed almost deserted. Car and pedestrian traffic was so slow that Samuel Grun, a gritty New York City cab driver, parked his cab along a side street and took extended naps during his shift.1

The wealthiest of the city dwellers reclined in their chaise lounge chairs atop luxury high-rises to catch up on their tan, while those who were able to, left the city on this Fourth of July Friday for what would be a rare three-day holiday weekend. These travelers found themselves either ensnarled in massive traffic jams or stuck on commuter trains that were experiencing service problems, especially on the Long Island Railroad, which was thwarting efforts to escape the concrete and steel for the frantic summertime throng on the beaches of Long Island, Coney Island, and the Jersey Shore.

On Manhattan’s Lower East Side, fire hydrants had been randomly opened by residents to allow the kids on the block to frolic in their gushing glory. A man simply known as Papo climbed down the brownstone steps in front of his home on Avenue B with a wrench in his hand. As soon as the neighboring children saw what he had in his hand, they all dashed inside to put on a bathing suit or unload their pockets of treasures—yo-yos, bubblegum, baseball cards.

Papo placed the open end of the wrench on a large nut atop the hydrant and with a grunt, managed to turn it. Water began to gush from the steel hydrant. Using his fingers, he strained the brown, rusty water for any stones that might rocket out of the pipeline. When the color of the water turned clear, he was satisfied and opened the valve full.

The children danced and shouted with delight in the gushing water. Papo wanted to have some fun himself. In his other hand, he carried an old, empty beer can that had the top and bottom removed.

Papo watched as a young woman driving a convertible with the top down slowly approached the cascading water. In the car, which bore the unmistakable tan color of a New Jersey license plate, a young man sat in the passenger seat.

She stopped the car and asked Papo if he would let her pass through without getting the interior of the car wet. He assured the couple that they were OK to pass without getting soaked.

A burly truck driver drove up behind the convertible and seeing what was happening, put the truck in park, hopped out of the cab, and stood over Papo. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll make sure he lets you through.”

With the truck driver standing ominously next to Papo, the young woman began to slowly drive the car forward, and as she did, Papo wedged the can into the stream of water gushing from the hydrant which turned the can into a water cannon. With the can, he was able to direct the water’s flow in any direction he chose.

Carefully, he pointed the chute of water toward the car. It arced gracefully into the air and landed dead center inside the car, soaking its passengers and the interior.

As the car sped off, Papo looked at the truck driver and said, “Some protector you are.” The truck driver replied, “Eh, they was from New Jersey.”2

Across town, four-year-old Anna Arias and her mother walked into Columbia Presbyterian Hospital. They were scared. The girl had what appeared to be a simple viral infection, but just after arriving, her condition took a turn for the worse.

Anna was immediately brought into an exam room as nurse Toby McShay jumped from her station at the check-in counter to rush to the girl’s aid. Anna was having seizures. The doctors administered valium, but the seizures continued. They introduced even more medicine intravenously but to no avail. Anna was moved to the cardiac arrest room. The fear was that overmedicating the child could cause her to stop breathing. Twelve doctors, specialists, and McShay worked to try to bring the girl back. One doctor began shouting Anna’s name, hoping to invoke a response, and it came. The convulsions stopped and Anna began to cry. She would recover.3

Only a few miles north of the city in the town of Litchfield, Connecticut, the small town was not only celebrating the country’s 193rd birthday, but also the town’s 250th anniversary. In attendance was the mayor and counselor of the town’s sister city—Litchfield, England—Mrs. A. G. Millard.4 Dressed in her official red robe, Mrs. Millard accepted a silver medallion from the city as muskets fired shots in her honor.

On the Mississippi Gulf Coast in the town of Gulfport, the front page of the Mobile Register shared a tip from Mr. and Mrs. Chauncey Hinman and their twin girls on how to beat the ninety-degree, humidity-laden heat that had lowered itself upon the coast—sit on a gigantic block of ice. The accompanying photo showed the chilly pair of twins dressed in shorts sitting back to back atop a giant ice cube.5

Residents in New Jersey had an unexpected surprise as they prepared to celebrate the nation’s birthday. The state legislature overwhelmingly voted to turn four holidays—Washington’s Birthday, Memorial Day, Columbus Day, and Veterans Day—into Monday holidays. The governor let the bill sit on his desk without signing it so eventually the deadline passed and it automatically went into law. It was the first time since 1938 that a piece of legislation in the state became law through the failure of the governor to act on it.6

In Sandusky, Ohio, it was a slightly warmer than usual Fourth of July as temperatures topped out at eighty-six degrees. A brisk seventeen-mile-per-hour breeze from Lake Erie kept the gathering crowds cool as they waited for the music, games, and fireworks of the holiday to begin.

The sounds of children playing, bands warming up, and the occasional crack of a firecracker filled the air. The stage was set for a perfect Independence Day celebration, that is until 7:00 p.m., when the residents of the Ohio town saw their world literally turn upside down as the weather took a drastic and terrifying turn for the worse.

Then fourteen-year-old Dale Kirkwoods recalled that the sky suddenly and without warning turned a “weird green.”7 A Sandusky teenager, Gary Rice, and his band were one of several that would be playing at the city’s annual celebration. He clearly remembers what happened next.

“The soft July breeze stopped being a breeze—it stopped altogether. Then it started [again]. First a roar began that sounded like a horrible freight train coming. From my vantage point, it looked as if a solid gigantic gray waterfall was rapidly approaching from the northwest.”8

That wind, Kirkwoods said, “picked us up. I couldn’t believe this was happening.”

Little did the residents of Sandusky know that just a few hours earlier, a tremendous storm had begun brewing over southern Michigan, and when it moved out over the western waters of Lake Erie, it literally exploded in strength and turned into a rare but deadly line of storms that became known as the Ohio Fireworks Derecho.

Derecho is a Spanish word that means “straight” as in “straight-line winds.” The word was first used by University of Iowa physics professor, Dr. Gustavus Hinrichs in 1878, to describe this unique weather phenomenon.

In layman’s terms, a derecho occurs when the wet air of a thunderstorm meets the drier air that surrounds it. The water in the thunderstorm quickly evaporates, cooling the air around it. The cooler air is denser and rapidly sinks to the ground creating extremely strong winds or downbursts. In a derecho, there could be dozens of these downbursts occurring at the same time each with winds averaging 58 to 110 miles per hour and the line of storms stretching over 240 miles.

The Ohio Fireworks Derecho slammed into the shoreline of Sandusky between 7:30 and 8:30 p.m. with winds between 80 and 110 miles per hour. Torrential rain, hurricane-force winds, and tornadoes battered the town for hours. By the time the storm had passed, eight people were dead, ten thousand homes were damaged or destroyed, seven hundred boats had swamped in Lake Erie, and one hundred people had to be rescued by the Coast Guard.

But the storm wasn’t finished. It continued its swath of destruction south-eastward into the town of Perry, near Cleveland, where it spawned several tornadoes that killed one and injured eighty others.

As the line of storms continued its march, it created rainfall totals that were off-the-charts. Wayne County saw nine inches of rain in less than fifteen hours, while the town of Wooster recorded fifteen inches. Fifty miles southwest of Akron, Killbuck Creek crested more than twenty feet above normal causing over two dozen deaths.

When the storms finally subsided over Pennsylvania the following day, forty-one people were dead with an additional five hundred injured. The total cost of the storm was estimated to be $65 million, or $1 billion in today’s money. It remains one of the costliest and deadliest storms in Ohio history.

In Key Biscayne, Florida, residents lined the streets of the tiny barrier island off the coast of Miami for their annual Fourth of July parade. Leading the procession this year was a very special guest—the president of the United States.

Only six months into his term in office, President Richard Nixon and his wife, Pat, served as the grand marshals for the event. Arriving at the viewing stand reserved for dignitaries, the Nixons stood and waved at the rows of floats, marching bands, and baton twirlers passing by. Occasionally the president jumped into the crowd to shake hands with spectators and talk with children, alarming his secret service detachment.

High above, twelve Air Force Phantom Jets performed a flyby while the president ducked and dodged pieces of hard candy that parade participants were throwing to the crowd. Meanwhile, forty members of the Marine Band, who had to be specially flown in for the event, had to leave almost as soon as they arrived so they could fly back to Washington for that city’s annual celebration.

Nixon commented that it was “good to be reminded that, while some Americans were dissenters, the majority had faith.”9

Indeed, there were dissenters across the country on this Independence Day who felt disenfranchised and alienated from all of America’s promises as the nation prepared to take the boldest step mankind had ever taken. There were two faces to the United States in July 1969. One was the face of rural and suburban America, whose hearts swelled with patriotic pride as they unfurled the Stars and Stripes and hung bunting from porch railings. The other was the face of turmoil, an America trying to navigate through dire social and political issues that tinged this year’s celebration with despair and anger.

It was hard to ignore the fact that the United States was at a crossroads. For as many towns celebrating Independence Day, there were many more in a state of mourning that the promises the Founding Fathers had made were not being kept, in particular that all men are created equal.

In Black communities across the land, debates were raging about the meaning of the holiday. When asked about flying the flag in observance of Independence Day, baseball Hall of Famer Jackie Robinson said, “I wouldn’t fly the flag on the Fourth of July or any other day. When I see a car with a flag pasted on it, I figure the guy behind the wheel isn’t my friend.”10

In Harlem and in urban centers across the country, the red, green, and black flag of the Flag for All African People hung from windows. An African American speaker at a gathering in New York City told a New York Times reporter that the colors had specific meaning: “Red for the blood we have shed, black for our blackness, and green for our land.”11

It was a country that was struggling with its identity, struggling to live up to its ideals, praying for the future as they rode the rockets of Apollo 11 to the moon. But it wasn’t only the United States that was experiencing these pains. Countries around the world had their own growing pains to contend with. As July 1969 began, social, political, and geopolitical norms were being challenged, and the world map was being reshaped.

The hot summer month of July 1969 was going to be a complicated one.
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JUST LOOK … JUST WATCH

Changing schools at any time, whether it is to a new town or to a completely different setting in the same town, is often difficult for children. It’s like starting over: new friends to be made; new rules and procedures to follow; a new culture to be introduced to.

Much like all school systems across the country, the Syracuse Public School System in New York State was working through the upheaval known as desegregation in the mid-and late 1960s, during which time laws and barriers that relegated ethnic groups to separate public facilities, including schools, were being lifted.

Whether you were Black or white, this sudden mixing of the races often caused racial tension that engendered the opposite of the desired effect. While the policy did equalize education across all races, the children would often feel uncomfortable and alienated in their new surroundings and environment, which made learning even more difficult. One Black student being transferred into a formerly all-white Syracuse school said of the experience, “When we go outside, the white kids don’t want to play with us; they call us all kinds of names.” Another said how uncomfortable social studies class could be. “The teacher will say something about Negro kids and everybody looks at you.”1

But it wasn’t only the students who felt the tension. Often there was tension between teachers and their new students as well. “We had heard about [the Black students’] rowdiness,” one teacher said. “We were wondering would … they give us trouble?” Another teacher interviewed for a study on Syracuse desegregation said, “I think this was the most pressing issue for the faculty, wondering what would come out of the Negro children compared to our own.”2

Desegregation of the Syracuse school system was the farthest thing from young Joe Formichella’s mind as he transferred from the familiarity of St. James Parish to a Syracuse public school.

“It was a culture shock,” Joe says, “but not in a racist way by any means.3 It was the school year 1966–67. Having only known the Catholic bubble of our parish, St. James, where it’s pretty much all one tribe, everybody knows everybody, all about their families, etc., I land in public school and the first thing I sensed were the groups, or gangs, or cliques.”

The “new kid” felt as if he didn’t fit in with orangish hair, glasses, and braces. As Joe puts it, he was a “spectacle with any number of targets.”

“The thing I most remember about that first year,” Joe continues, “was that I had to fight to get home seemingly every day for the first few weeks. [A] big freckle-faced kid took immediate homicidal offense to me and would block my passage once off of school property and I’d have to fight. Never did figure that out, but the fact that it was allowed to happen—by any interested party, myself included—was accepted as almost routine, seems to have fostered an operating principle of ‘you’re on your own pal.’”

Joe was one of eight children in the Formichella family. His father, James Anthony Formichella, flew reconnaissance gliders during World War II, but like so many veterans, he would never discuss his experiences during the war and kept his feelings and impressions of the conflict to himself.

“He would never talk about the war,” Joe said. “Once I took him to the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington, D.C., and finally asked him, ‘Why don’t you talk about the war.’ All he said was, ‘It was a different war.’ That was the end of the conversation.”

Joe’s family was devout Catholic, and he paints a vivid picture of what life was like in the 1960s growing up with seven siblings.

“We had a small black-and-white television and a small living room,” he said. “With eight kids we would have to fight for a seat so we could see the TV. And there was a specific TV hour when we were allowed to watch it.

“We lived in a small house. The washer and dryer were located in the dining room right beside the chair where my dad always sat for dinner. The dryer was very noisy and with eight kids it would be running all day. We would all sit down for dinner, and when it was time to begin and my father was preparing to do the benediction, he would lean back in his chair and open the dryer door so it would stop running. When dinner was finished, he would lean back and close it again to restart the machine.”

Joe’s father was a die-hard New York Yankees fan. On occasion, he would load the family into the car and make the five-hour drive from Syracuse to New York City, where he would randomly pick an obscure place to go. “There’s a deli here we haven’t been to in a while,” or “Let’s go to such-and-such a place.” It was all an excuse to drive into the Bronx where they would pull up to the original Yankee stadium. The old stadium used to have a gap in the outfield fence where people on the outside could look inside the “House That Ruth Built” and gaze in wonder at the deep green field of dreams where the legends of the game—Ruth, Maris, Mantle, Gehrig—had all played.

“Just look,” Joe’s father would say. “Just look.”

That was a catch phrase Joe’s father often used. “Just …” fill in the blank. When it came to the country’s first journey to the moon, the elder Formichella was all in. He had an undeniable exuberance that was contagious when it came to the first lunar landing. To him, it was a noble and patriotic endeavor, not only because of the technical achievement, but also because the country’s first Catholic president, John F. Kennedy, had set the course.

“When they [Apollo 11] landed on the moon, I remember my dad saying, ‘Just watch. Just watch’.”

As Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin walked on the moon, Joe remembers walking outside into the balmy Syracuse summer evening and looking up at the moon. Somehow, it made him feel closer.

On the other side of the world, Frank White saw the first lunar landing and the strife the United States was going through in the lead up to the landing in a completely different light.

“I was attending Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship in 1969 doing graduate work,” White said. “[The previous year] was a chaotic time in the United States and it was a difficult time for Americans living abroad. A lot was happening, but you couldn’t do anything about it.”4

The author of the book, The Overview Effect, White remembers 1968 and 1969 vividly as years that reverberated across the world. “The trust and belief in the country began [to erode] with the assassination of President Kennedy and grew with the escalation of the Vietnam War by President Johnson when he promised that he would not do so.

“Nineteen sixty-eight brought everything to a head. In January, the Tet offensive occurred [in Vietnam] where the National Liberation Front and the North Vietnamese created a nationwide attack [on South Vietnam and US personnel and bases]. It shifted opinion of those who thought the US would win [the war]. Suddenly it looked like maybe not.”

Protesting the war became the norm, often turning violent. Then there were the successive assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., which set city streets on fire, and Bobby Kennedy. It left the young man asking, “Will this ever end?”

Then something spectacular happened at the end of 1968—the flight of Apollo 8, the first time men flew to the moon. It was a mission that wasn’t supposed to happen, but NASA was feeling the pressure that the Russians may beat them to the moon. In one Hail Mary, NASA decided to rearrange the missions and send Apollo 8 not to land on the moon, but orbit it, taking photos of possible landing sites and testing the spacecraft in deep space.

On that mission, the first color photograph of the blue, white, and brown marble we call Earth rising in the blackness of space above the barren and lonely surface of the moon was taken. It changed everything.

“‘Earthrise’ was very impactful,” White continued. The image was seared into the public psyche. The Earth was fragile and needed protecting. “You can have a similar analog experience on Earth: Leaving your home country [as I did] and looking back across the ocean, you see what’s truly there. When I arrived in Europe, I was a believer in the war. When I interacted with people in Europe who didn’t see the US in the same way as I did, I started to question. Maybe this thinking was wrong. They didn’t assume we [the United States] would always do the right thing and that our cause was noble.”

Like thousands of young American men, White wanted to serve his country. He was a lieutenant in the Army Reserve, but his mindset had changed. He no longer believed that the war was right and thought that it couldn’t be won. He went on to organize an anti-war movement at Oxford before returning to the United States, where he went to work on Eugene McCarthy’s presidential campaign. McCarthy was the only candidate who was for ending the war.

Then came the flight of Apollo 11 and Neil Armstrong taking that first step on the moon. To White, there was a fundamental change in the minds of Americans—our country had done something quite significant, not only technologically but also in the nation’s perception of itself.

White was still at Oxford as he watched the first moonwalk on a black-and-white television set in the kitchen of a small flat he was renting. With the time difference, he and his friends had to force themselves to stay awake. One thing kept rolling in his mind and millions of Americans as well: if we can do that, why can’t we deal with social problems? “It may be a bit simplistic, but it did create that mindset that we can do more.”

White summarized his feelings as he watched Armstrong and Aldrin hop across the moon. “It didn’t take away the problems [on Earth]. It wasn’t a panacea. Apollo was the beginning of a new awareness of ourselves and our place in the universe. As [Apollo] astronauts once said, we are all in this together here on Spaceship Earth. We are all astronauts and need to work together as astronauts do.”
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T MINUS FIFTEEN DAYS

A brilliant golden sunrise peaked over the horizon of the Atlantic Ocean, its resplendent rays showering a monolithic tower that stood stoically on its shoreline. The tower was a sleeping giant, poised on the Florida coast ready to take humankind on its greatest voyage of exploration. In only fifteen days, this behemoth of a machine would come alive. The sound of white billowing vapors being vented from its enormous tanks would make the beast sound as if it were breathing, as if it were alive.

Before long, workers would flee the vehicle leaving it standing alone on the shoreline. Only three men would dare to be near the machine and they were going to ride on top of it. In only fifteen days, the base of the massive monolith would be engulfed in a hellish ball of flame. Then it would slowly break free of the bonds that held it securely to Earth and rise skyward.

But on this date—July 1, 1969—the mammoth Saturn V moon rocket stood silently, bathing in the bright Florida sunshine. Launch pad 39A was abuzz with activity as technicians and engineers readied this stack of complex machinery for its date with destiny. The tiny capsule sitting atop the stack would protect the astronauts on their quarter-of-a-million-mile journey through the inhospitable environment of space. Hidden away, just below that capsule, sat a spidery-looking landing craft that would take two of the astronauts to the moon’s surface.

The technicians, engineers, and staff from the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), the government agency tasked with making this dream a reality, as well as countless contractors from around the country had only fifteen days to ready the vessel for its great adventure and ensure that the crew of Apollo 11—Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and Michael Collins—had every possible chance of landing safely on another world and returning safely to Earth.

Confidence was riding high at the Kennedy Space Center that the launch of Apollo 11 would be a success. After all, the Saturn V rocket had already been successfully launched five times—two times unmanned and three times with men onboard (Apollo 8, 9, and 10). But before this particular Saturn V could be launched, there were a few loose ends that needed to be tied up, beginning with the actual objectives for the flight.

President John F. Kennedy had set the goal eight years earlier when he startled NASA and the world by proclaiming that the United States would “land a man on the moon by the end of the decade and return him safely to Earth.” That was easier said than done, considering that when the president made the declaration, the United States had only sent one man into space in a tiny Mercury capsule, a short fifteen-minute up-and-down suborbital flight that barely took astronaut Alan Shepard past the recognized threshold of space, an altitude of sixty miles.

While the mission of Apollo 11 itself and the mechanics of getting three men to the moon had all been ironed out, the actual mission goals for this first lunar landing were not as concrete. The official wording of the goals had been bandied about since 1965, but up to this point, the mission statement was only in terms of the entire mammoth Apollo program. On July 1, NASA released its final draft of what the objectives for Apollo 11 would be. Mission planners minced no words. In fact, they only used twelve words to summarize the mission: “Perform a manned lunar landing and return. Perform selenological inspection and sampling.”1

Besides the mission statement, NASA still had to decide how the astronauts would commemorate the historic event once—and if—Aldrin and Armstrong had safely landed on the moon. A special Committee on Symbolic Activities for the First Lunar Landing was appointed by director Thomas Paine to make the final decision. The committee was instructed to select symbolic activities that would not jeopardize crew safety or interfere with mission objectives; that would “signalize the first lunar landing as an historic forward step of all mankind that has been accomplished by the United States”; and that would not give the impression that the United States was “taking possession of the moon” in violation of the Outer Space Treaty.2

After careful consideration, NASA’s press office announced that three items would be left on the moon to celebrate the achievement: A commemorative plaque, messages from world leaders, and an American flag.3

The plaque would be a simple design but one that would capture the significance of the moment perfectly. Deputy NASA administrator Willis Shapley was asked to chair a committee to work out the wording for the plaque. With suggestions from the Smithsonian Institute, Library of Congress, and the National Archives,4 Shapley eloquently encapsulated the historic moment using only twenty words to do so: “Here men from Earth first set foot on the moon, July 1969 A.D. We came in peace for all mankind.”

Beneath an engraving of the Earth’s two hemispheres, the plaque was signed by the three astronauts and President Richard Nixon. It would be attached to the front leg of the lunar lander that would transport Armstrong and Aldrin to the moon’s surface. During the flight to the moon, the plaque would be covered with a metallic plate to protect it from damage during its long journey. The plate would then be removed by the two astronauts during a brief ceremony on the lunar surface during which they would read the plaque to the world.

The messages of goodwill from world leaders were solicited by NASA Administrator Thomas Paine. In all, seventy-four messages, including one from President Nixon, were received. Each one proclaimed goodwill and peace between nations. The messages were all handwritten or typed then made into images that were reduced two hundred times smaller than their original size to about the size of a pinhead. The images were then etched onto a silicone disc no larger than the size of a US half dollar using a process similar to etching circuit boards and chips. The messages were so small that they appear only as a small dot on the disc.5

When completed, the disc was sealed in an aluminum capsule to protect it from the harshness of space with the words “From Planet Earth—July 1969” emblazoned on it. Around the rim of the capsule were written the words, “Goodwill messages from around the world brought to the moon by the astronauts of Apollo 11.”6

The flag, on the other hand, posed several problems both logistically and politically. Logistically, the problem was how do you get a flag to stand unfurled in an airless environment? For NASA engineer Jack Kinzler, the answer was simple enough: create a rigid frame that was lightweight enough for the trip to the moon but would be strong enough to proudly display the Stars and Stripes.

His solution was a flagpole made of aluminum that would ride to the moon in two pieces. The bottom section would be driven into the moon’s surface by one of the astronauts with a hammer. The top section would fit into the lower section. The top section would have a crossbar that would hold the flag and would swing out to display Old Glory.7 The end result only weighed ten pounds.

Politically, it wasn’t as simple. No one wanted to make it look like the United States was breaking the Outer Space Treaty of 1967 by claiming the moon for itself. There was much discussion about the flag, including having the crew leave behind either the United Nations flag or miniature flags from every country in the world.

Administrator Paine made the final decision—it would be the American flag planted by the astronauts. All of the other items left behind—the plaque and messages from Earth—would demonstrate that the Americans were not interested in a territorial grab.

Meanwhile, the final touches were being put on the launch as a final “wet” dress rehearsal was performed during which the Saturn V rocket would go through all of the steps, including fueling its massive tanks, as if it were launch day. When completed, the fuel would be emptied, and the rocket would be deemed ready for launch on July 16.

All went well with the wet dress rehearsal until a leak in the connection between the Saturn V and the rocket’s service tower was discovered. The connection was part of a system that replenishes the liquid hydrogen in the rocket’s third stage prior to launch. Liquid hydrogen boils away in the tank (the white gas that vents from the rocket while on the launch pad). The simulated count-down was halted for three hours while engineers researched the problem and discovered that it was simply a loose valve. Once it was tightened down, the simulated countdown continued flawlessly.8 The test was deemed a success and the rocket was certified for launch.

Out in the Pacific Ocean, the aircraft carrier USS Hornet was making final preparations for the recovery of the Apollo 11 astronauts when they splashed down in the warm waters of the Pacific on July 24, while at the same time, the giant, sixty-four-meter deep-space satellite dish located in California’s Mojave Desert was deemed ready for a big month. Not only would the antenna be picking up the transmissions and data from the Apollo 11 capsule and lunar lander, but also from the Mariner VI and VII spacecraft that would make the closest flyby of Mars and send back images and data from the red planet at the end of the month.

In the months leading up to the launch of Apollo 11, NASA’s assistant administrator for public affairs, Julian Scheer, had been pressuring the manager of the astronaut office, Deke Slayton, to make Armstrong, Collins, and Aldrin more accessible to the media in an effort to make them more human to the public and to build excitement for the upcoming mission. Scheer made several attempts to persuade Slayton to chip away at the astronaut’s training time in order to placate the press. One of Scheer’s ideas was to have the astronauts and their wives attend a tea for the women of the press corps.
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Slayton took a stand, telling Scheer that such expansive ideas would upend the crew’s training and, seriously, did anyone really think that at this point they would have to “hard sell” Apollo 11 to the public?

“Homes and wives are personal,” Slayton told Scheer, “and landing on the moon does not change that. This is just another mission which may land on the moon first, but definitely will not go anywhere on schedule if we cannot keep the crew working instead of entertaining the press.”9

Slayton did concede one media opportunity for Scheer. On July 5, the media were granted one last chance to ask the crew the deep and probing questions they thought the world wanted to know during a final press conference.

Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and Michael Collins strode out onto a stage at the Manned Spacecraft Center wearing bright blue metal gas masks to prevent them from picking up any viruses that could endanger the crew on the flight to the moon.

The trio stepped inside a three-sided plastic tent that was fifty feet away from the gathered journalists and that had a series of blowers behind it that pushed air from their back out into the auditorium, another precaution to keep germs away.10

Sitting at a table within the plastic box, the crew removed their masks and sat quietly and patiently as they fielded questions from the reporters. One reporter from Swedish Broadcasting asked the crew, “You are taking the trip of all trips for mankind. Which place would you like to go to on vacation when you come back to Earth?”

Armstrong, who was a famously quiet and introspective individual and one who always seemed uncomfortable with the press, flashed an uncharacteristically broad smile and turned the question around on the reporter as he referenced his uneasiness at that moment being in front of the press.

“I think that the situation being as it is now,” he said sitting straight up, “the place I would like to go most immediately is the Lunar Receiving Laboratory.”11

The reporters in attendance got the message and let out a hearty laugh.

Besides the repetitive questions about how the astronauts’ families were handling the pressures of the upcoming flight and how was it decided who would be the first man on the moon (Armstrong emphatically pointed out that he was never asked who would be the first and that it was a NASA decision), one new bit of news was made during the conference. It was announced that the command module that would remain in orbit around the moon with Collins onboard waiting for Armstrong and Aldrin would be named Columbia, a symbol of the United States and the name of the fictional spacecraft that landed on the moon in the Jules Verne book From the Earth to the Moon. The lunar module that would land on the moon would be called Eagle.

On the other side of the world, the other great space superpower, the Soviet Union, was having mixed success in the space race. First, Japanese diplomats revealed that one of their freighters, the Dai Shi Chinei, was struck outside of Soviet territorial waters near Siberia by pieces of a Soviet spacecraft that had deorbited.

According to the ship’s captain, two Russian vessels appeared immediately after the spacecraft hit the three-thousand-ton ship to recover the pieces, but the captain and his crew picked up enough of the debris to prove that it really did hit their ship causing serious damage and injuring five crewmembers.

The Japanese government was informed of the incident but chose to keep it a secret so as not to provoke the Soviets, and the issue passed quietly out of sight.12

As the United States was making final preparations to meet President Kennedy’s goal, the Soviet Union’s ambitions to beat the Americans to the moon hit a major stumbling block. Little did the world know that the race to be the first to land a man on the moon had already ended.

Throughout the sixties, the Soviets and Americans were duking it out, each topping the other with ever greater and more daring space feats, both aiming for the ultimate goal—being the first to land a human on the moon. During this, the first week of July 1969, the Russians were preparing to test their answer to NASA’s massive Saturn V moon rocket—the N1.

Standing at 344 feet tall, the N1 would weigh over six million pounds at launch. Its first stage alone had thirty engines, and together, all of its five stages could carry over fifty-eight thousand pounds of men and machinery to the moon.

After a mighty explosion destroyed the first N1 rocket in February of that year, the Russians were ready to try again on July 3. All hopes for the Soviet Union to send a man to the moon rested on this test flight.

At 23:18:32 Moscow time, the thirty main engines of the first stage came to life. The massive stack of machinery began to slowly lift off from the launch pad, but in less than ten seconds, the rocket burst into flames with enough force and fire that it destroyed not only the rocket, but the launch complex and surrounding ground facilities as well.

The explosion was hidden from the world, like many Soviet space failures, but the accident put an end to the Soviets’ quest to beat the Americans to the moon. When the accident was finally revealed, it was announced that one single bolt in this incredible moon rocket had come loose and was sucked into an oxygen pump causing an automatic shutdown of its engines.

With the Soviet Union out of the race, the Americans were only one flight away from taking home the ultimate prize.







4 

WALES HAS HER OWN IDENTITY, HER OWN VOICE

Jutting out from the west coast of England and directly across the Irish Sea from Ireland is the beautiful country of Wales with its rugged mountain peaks and coastline, its vibrant green rolling pastures, and mud flats teeming with birds. And yes, Wales is a country and not a principality of Britain, as its residents will proudly tell you.

It is a country in its own right but is still part of the United Kingdom. Even with their own system of government and laws, in 1969 a segment of the country’s population felt that Britain had too much influence over the Welsh people and their lives. From this sentiment arose a new nationalist movement that believed Wales could not truly be free if they had to live by laws set down by a group of British lawmakers in London. Things came to a head on July 1, 1969.

The lineage to be the queen or king of England can be difficult for those across the pond to understand, what with dukes, duchesses, princes, and princesses galore. Aside from the queen herself, there is one title that is quite well known around the world, that of the Prince of Wales. Until recently with the passing of Queen Elizabeth II, the title belonged to Prince Charles, who is now the king of England. But how he received the title of Prince of Wales is a rather winding road.

Upon his mother’s ascension as the Sovereign Queen of England, Charles automatically became the Duke of Cornwall. In 1958 when Charles was ten years old, he became the Prince of Wales and Earl of Chester when the queen issued Letters of Patent that declared him such. These letters are official legal documents that are used to bestow titles on members of the royal family. Even though the queen had submitted such a letter, it wouldn’t be until Charles turned twenty that the ceremony to officially bestow the title Prince of Wales on him would take place at Caernarfon Castle in Wales. The date was set for the first week of July 1969.

The event should have been uneventful. The public showed no signs of dissatisfaction with the proceedings continuing. In fact, the event coordinator, the Earl of Snowdon, David Armstrong-Jones, told the press that he “couldn’t imagine that there were many people against it.”1 Unbeknownst to the earl, several Welsh nationalist groups including the Free Wales Army had vowed to wage a campaign of civil disobedience around the ceremony.

The night before the event, approximately one thousand Welsh nationalist youths had gathered outside the castle and spent the night taunting the future king with songs. When the royal procession made its way into the castle, men were arrested for booing. A youth was threatened with lynching by the estimated quarter of a million spectators gathered outside the castle for throwing an egg at the queen’s carriage.2 But these were minor incidents compared to what the Free Wales Army had planned. Their plan was to





















[image: Nine years prior to his death, one of Kenya’s independence leaders, Tom Mboya, is featured on the March 7, 1960, cover of Time magazine and is lauded as the brightest rising star in the country. Author’s collection]
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