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​Disclaimer

This work is a historical narrative drawn from firsthand interviews conducted by the author, transcripts of those interviews, oral history recordings, documents and archival materials provided by participants, published books written by interviewees and historians, publicly available news reporting, and other historical documents. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, this book reflects the perspectives, recollections, and interpretations of the individuals interviewed and the sources consulted. Memory, context, and classification restrictions may affect how events are described. Any errors or omissions are unintentional.
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This book is dedicated to all those who helped create the American space program and made it possible for astronauts to reach the Moon. It is for the hundreds of thousands of people who worked on the ground, often unseen. The engineers, scientists, mathematicians, trainers, technicians, administrators, and families whose efforts were essential, yet rarely recognized. This is for you.

I would also like to thank the people who have always been there for me throughout this journey. My parents, Marc and Gloria Sherman. My partner, Jennifer Gonzalez. My friends and family. And everyone who supported me through the long process of research, filming, and storytelling.

Special thanks go to NASA for their guidance and support. Eleanor O’Rangers for her extraordinary diligence, archival support, and unwavering commitment to preserving history. And my deepest thanks to Gene Kranz, whose generosity with his time and reflections meant more to me than I can properly express. Finally, this book is dedicated to those we have lost along the way. Astronauts, engineers, flight controllers, spouses, colleagues, and friends. Your memories and your stories are not forgotten, and they never will be.
















“Preserving this story matters because it comes from a time when we faced enormous technical and political challenges and still chose to work together. With the right team, we proved there were no limits to what people could accomplish. This film and book help keep that story alive.”

— Gene Kranz

NASA Flight Director, Mercury, Gemini, Apollo
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​Chapter 1
Introduction
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I made Before The Moon because I realized that one of the most important stories of the American space program had quietly slipped out of our collective memory. Growing up and working as a filmmaker in Pennsylvania, I became increasingly aware of how often places central to national history were treated as footnotes simply because they were not launch sites or battlefields. Warminster was one of those places.

Tucked into a quiet corner of Bucks County, the Naval Air Development Center shaped the human side of spaceflight long before anyone ever counted down to liftoff. What shocked me was that I had lived just one mile from what was once NADC. How had I not known the history of the facility? How had I never heard of, or seen, the centrifuge? The answer was simple. Outside of technical and military circles, this history had largely disappeared.

The stories that truly stayed with me were those of the people. Engineers, scientists, technicians, physicians, astronauts, and operators who dedicated their lives to work that few would ever recognize. They operated under secrecy, accepted long hours and intense pressure, and understood that failure could mean someone might not come home from a mission. The more I listened, the more I realized this was not a single forgotten chapter, but a much larger story about preparation, risk, and responsibility.

The urgency of telling that story became even clearer as conversations about returning to the Moon began again through the Artemis program. Once more, we were talking about exploring our closest celestial neighbor, this time with the goal of a sustained presence. At the same time, many of the people who built and operated these systems were aging, or had already passed away. The window to preserve their experiences was closing. If these stories were not captured now, they risked being lost entirely.

I was drawn to this film not as an aerospace engineer, but as a documentarian who has spent his career uncovering overlooked histories and translating them for wider audiences. My previous documentaries, including The King’s Highway and Cutting Corners, focused on regional stories that revealed national, and sometimes global, significance. Before The Moon continues that approach by connecting local innovation, Cold War secrecy, and human endurance into a single narrative that feels both intimate and consequential.

This film is not only about the past. As we look again toward the Moon through Artemis and beyond, it matters that we remember how much of that journey was shaped on the ground by people whose work was never meant to be seen.

Jason Sherman

Director, Before The Moon

[image: Director Jason Sherman with NASA Flight Director Gene Kranz]
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​The Soundtrack
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Director Jason Sherman approached the film with a clear vision for how sound would guide the audience through the story, collaborating closely with composer David Rubenstein to build a cohesive and evolving musical language. The opening of the film is intentionally inspirational, optimistic, and even patriotic, reflecting the deep roots of innovation in Bucks County and the spirit of possibility that defined its early inventors. As the story lifts its gaze toward aviation, the music shifts to reflect mechanical ingenuity and technological momentum, underscoring the transition from ground-based invention to flight.

With the arrival of the Naval Air Development Center and the centrifuge, the soundscape takes on a more mysterious and ethereal quality, blending awe, tension, triumph, and excitement as the film enters the realm of human limits and aerospace medicine. From there, the music continues to evolve alongside the narrative, tracing NASA’s origins, its growth, and its present-day mission. The score ultimately mirrors the broader journey of the film itself. The evolution of NASA, the foundational role played by NADC, and the preparation of astronauts for the extremes of spaceflight, creating a soundscape that transports the audience back in time while remaining firmly grounded in both the present and the future, infused throughout with a quiet sense of wonder and the vastness of space.

You can scan the QR code below to listen to the soundtrack or visit BeforeTheMoonFilm.com/soundtrack.html

[image: QR code to listen to the soundtrack]

[image: NASA Flight Director Gene Kranz at the mission control console]

“We came into mission control as a team, and we would leave as a team.”

— Gene Kranz, NASA Flight Director
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​Chapter 2
Bucks County Innovation
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When watching a film about astronauts and space travel, it’s reasonable to wonder why the story begins with inventors from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. At first glance, steamboats and early mechanical inventions seemed far removed from rockets and astronauts. They belonged to a different era, driven by different needs and built with different tools. But when I stepped back and examined the longer arc of innovation in Bucks County, a clear pattern began to emerge.

Innovation rarely comes out of nowhere. It starts out as a seed and grows into something marvelous. The same way of thinking that once pushed people to solve practical problems on rivers, farms, and factory floors did not disappear with time. Instead, it evolved. Over generations, that mindset shifted toward aircraft manufacturing, experimental training, and eventually the technologies that made human spaceflight possible. What looked like a series of unrelated inventions was, in fact, a continuous process unfolding in the same place.

What surprised me most was how personal this realization became. I had lived in this area for much of my life without knowing that some of the earliest breakthroughs in steam power and transportation had happened here. Learning that the steamboat and steam engine had roots in this region changed how I understood the story I was telling. It stopped feeling like a collection of isolated achievements and began to look like evidence of a place that had quietly functioned as an innovation hub for centuries.

Once that pattern became visible, it was impossible to ignore. These stories were not a historical detour or a stylistic choice meant to set a mood. They explained why this place mattered long before the space race began. The path to the Moon did not start with rockets. It started with people who believed that complex problems could be broken down, tested, improved, and solved. Bucks County had been producing that kind of thinking for generations.

Including these stories was not about reaching backward. It was about showing how progress actually works. The space program did not appear fully formed in the twentieth century. It was built on habits of invention that had already been practiced here for hundreds of years.

[image: Map of Bucks County]

“You know, the story of invention in Bucks County over a long period of time is really the story of like rocks to rockets.” 

— Clint Flack, Mercer Museum Curator

​

​John Fitch and the Cost of Being First

John Fitch was not alone in imagining a steamboat. In the late eighteenth century, several inventors were moving toward the same conclusion at roughly the same time. Among them were James Rumsey and Robert Fulton. All three believed that steam power could free transportation from the limits of wind and current. The idea itself was not rare. What separated these men was not imagination, but access.

Fitch struggled financially throughout his life. He had talent and persistence, but very little capital. Rumsey and Fulton, by contrast, attracted influential backers. The political and financial elite of the era gravitated toward inventors whose projects aligned with their own interests and investments. Invention alone was not enough. It had to fit into an existing economic logic.

George Washington supported Rumsey’s work along the Potomac River. Washington was not only a political leader, but also a businessman with land and commercial interests tied to inland markets. The ability to move goods upstream mattered to him. Rumsey’s design promised exactly that. Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin were familiar with Fitch’s work, but their encouragement tended to favor projects that showed clearer paths to profitability. Fulton understood this reality well. When he later partnered with wealthy investors, he chose his routes strategically. He focused on the Hudson River and eventually the Mississippi, where long distances, strong currents, and limited alternatives made steam power not just useful, but unavoidable.

Fitch attempted to operate on the Delaware River. Geographically, the choice made sense. Economically, it worked against him. The river was wide and navigable. Goods could move downstream by current and upstream by sail. Roads on both sides provided additional competition. Steam power solved a problem that, in this case, was not urgent. There was little incentive for investors to risk significant capital on a technology that did not dramatically outperform existing options.

Fulton, backed by wealth and political confidence, could afford to relocate, adapt, and scale. Fitch could not, and so history followed the money. Fitch died without seeing his vision fully realized. Fulton became a household name. The difference was not ingenuity alone. It was who had the resources and backing to absorb failure, change course, and wait for the conditions to be right. Which is not much different from how things work in the modern age.

[image: John Fitch postcard]

​

​The Battle of Crooked Billet

In the eighteenth century, Warminster was mostly rural farm country. Large parcels of land stretched across open fields, and this was not by chance. William Penn promoted a system in which anyone purchasing land in Philadelphia was also required to buy a substantial country estate (Ironically this was a highlighted story in my previous documentary The King’s Highway). This resulted in farms of two hundred acres or more becoming common, shaping both how the land was used and how people moved through it.

Over generations, these estates were gradually divided, but during the Revolutionary period, Warminster remained sparsely populated and overwhelmingly agricultural. It was quiet, open, and largely untouched by the density and commerce of the city. That quiet did not last. 

During the Revolutionary War, in May of 1778, British and Loyalist forces launched a surprise night attack on Pennsylvania militia encamped near the Crooked Billet Tavern. Caught unprepared and outnumbered, the American troops were forced into a chaotic retreat that spilled into the surrounding countryside. Wounded soldiers fled north toward Warminster, seeking shelter wherever it could be found. On the nearby property of John Craven, a makeshift field hospital was established to treat the injured with whatever limited supplies were available. In that moment, the war reached directly into the fields and farms of Bucks County, leaving behind casualties, burned structures, and lasting memory. The Battle of Crooked Billet remains the only Revolutionary War engagement to take place, in part, within Bucks County. 

​

​Moland House and the War Before the Machines

In the summer of 1777, as the Revolutionary War moved toward a critical phase, the Continental Army passed repeatedly through this region. On July 31st, General Nathanael Greene selected the area around the Moland House as a temporary encampment while the army marched from New Jersey toward Philadelphia. The landscape at the time was open and rural. Large farms and country estates stretched across what is now Warminster and Warwick Township. That openness made the area suitable for moving troops, regrouping, and waiting for intelligence.

Within days, circumstances changed. Reports arrived that a large British fleet had been sighted off Delaware Bay. Once again, the Continental Army found itself near Moland House. This time, the stay lasted longer. Moland House became headquarters for George Washington, and the surrounding fields filled with soldiers awaiting orders. During this encampment, key figures in American and European history entered the story. The Marquis de Lafayette joined Washington’s army here, beginning a partnership that would help shape the course of the war. Casimir Pulaski also met Washington at Moland House. Within weeks, Pulaski would help lay the foundation for what became the United States Cavalry.

On August 21st, a Council of War was held at Moland House, attended by thirteen senior officers whose decisions would influence the army’s next moves. The troops remained encamped in the area until the early morning hours of August 23rd, when they finally marched out in response to new intelligence. These events unfolded in fields and farmhouses, not grand halls or fortified cities. They required endurance, coordination, and trust among people who had little certainty about what lay ahead.

[image: Moland House Historic Placard][image: Moland House][image: Moland House secondary building]



​Henry Mercer and the Architecture of Memory

At the turn of the twentieth century, as the United States accelerated toward mass production, Henry Chapman Mercer moved deliberately in the opposite direction. While factories promised speed, uniformity, and scale, Mercer believed something essential was being abandoned in the process. Handmade tools, local knowledge, and generations of practical problem solving were being discarded in favor of machine-made goods. To Mercer, this was not progress alone, it was erasure. Once these objects disappeared, he feared, the understanding of how America had actually been built would disappear with them.

Rather than arguing this point in writing alone, Mercer acted. He began collecting the material culture of everyday American life, not as decoration or nostalgia, but as evidence. He gathered hand tools, wagons, household implements, and industrial artifacts, assembling a record of how things were made, repaired, and used. What emerged was not a sentimental collection, but a functional archive. Each object existed to explain a process. To house this growing body of evidence, Mercer designed and built the Mercer Museum. Completed in 1916, the six-story reinforced concrete structure was radical in both form and intent. Large objects were suspended in a towering central atrium. Smaller tools were organized by function rather than by date, grouped by trades such as dairying, tinsmithing, and the healing arts. Visitors were not guided through time, but through systems. The building itself forced a shift in perspective. Invention was not presented as a sequence of breakthroughs, but as a network of interconnected solutions.

Mercer’s approach anticipated something much larger. The museum functioned as an analog database, preserving not only objects, but the logic behind them. It was an early attempt to protect the invisible infrastructure of innovation. That same philosophy extended to Mercer’s own home, Fonthill Castle. Built between 1908 and 1912, Fonthill served as both residence and experiment. Mercer used reinforced concrete, a material typically reserved for industrial structures, and left it exposed as a deliberate aesthetic choice. The building blended medieval, Gothic, and Byzantine influences while showcasing his handcrafted tiles produced at the Moravian Pottery and Tile Works. Fonthill was not designed to impress through refinement. It was designed to demonstrate possibility.

Taken together, the Mercer Museum and Fonthill Castle mark a critical moment in Bucks County’s history. They represent a shift from invention driven by necessity to invention driven by preservation. Mercer was not trying to predict the future. He was trying to save the knowledge that made the future achievable. In doing so, he extended a regional pattern that had been forming for generations. Bucks County was not only a place where ideas emerged. It was a place where someone stopped long enough to make sure those ideas would endure.

[image: Henry Mercer and his dog][image: Fonthill Castle][image: Mercer Museum][image: Fonthill Castle]
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​Chapter 3
Bucks County Takes Flight
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When I first learned how much aviation history ran through Bucks County and the surrounding region, particularly during the First and Second World Wars, I was genuinely stunned. I had driven past places like Bryn Athyn, NADC, and Willow Grove countless times without knowing what had happened there or who had helped shape it. Imagine my surprise when I realized that places I had known my entire life, right in my own backyard, had played such an extraordinary role in history.
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