Explain Like I'm 10

What was the Space Race?

KS3 Ages 11-14 & 4 minread

The Space Race was a competition between the United States and the Soviet Union —
conducted primarily between 1957 and 1969 — to achieve supremacy in space
exploration. It was part of the broader Cold War, fought not with weapons but with
rockets, and what was really at stake was which system — capitalism or communism

— could produce the greater technological achievement.

The Soviets got there first

On 4 October 1957, the Soviet Union launched Sputnik — the world's first artificial
satellite. It was a polished metal sphere the size of a beach ball, doing nothing except
beeping on a radio frequency anyone could detect. But the shock in the West was
profound: if the Soviets could put a satellite into orbit, they could put a nuclear

warhead anywhere on Earth. The Space Race had begun.

The Space Race was like the most expensive, highest-stakes game of "anything you
can do, I can do better" ever played. Soviets launch a satellite? Americans launch a
satellite. Soviets put a dog in space? Americans put a monkey in space. Soviets put
the first human in orbit (Yuri Gagarin, 1961)? Americans promise to land a human on
the Moon before the decade is out. Each achievement forced the other side to
escalate. The Moon landing was essentially the final, unanswerable move — the

Americans played a card the Soviets couldn't match.

Yuri Gagarin

On 12 April 1961, Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin became the first human to travel to
space, completing one orbit of Earth in 108 minutes. He returned safely. The
achievement stunned the world. Three weeks later, President Kennedy announced
America's commitment to landing on the Moon before 1970.

Apollo 11

On 20 July 1969, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin landed on the Moon. Armstrong's
"one small step" was watched by an estimated 600 million people — about one-fifth of

the world's population. They spent 21 hours on the surface, collected samples, and



planted an American flag. The Soviet programme, which had been genuinely
competitive until the death of its chief rocket engineer Sergei Korolev in 1966, never

recovered its lead. The race was over.

What did it leave behind?

The Space Race produced an extraordinary range of technologies now embedded in
everyday life — GPS, memory foam, scratch-resistant lenses, water filtration systems,
camera sensors, and many more. More fundamentally, it demonstrated that
government-directed investment in science and engineering could produce results

previously thought impossible.
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