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To my lovely wife, Lisa, who not only saved my life both figuratively and literally but also gave me the support I needed to write this and tolerated my endless pounding on a manual keyboard. It can be quite noisy!


EVER FEEL LIKE YOU’RE LIVING IN A REALITY TV SHOW? IT’S BECAUSE YOU ARE.



Introduction

THE FIRE THAT BURNS WITHIN US

At the age of 50, I completely changed my life.

I was a recently divorced, very highly paid executive in the TV business. I lived in Midtown Manhattan in a large glass-and-steel building that towered over Rockefeller Center. My world was defined by meetings in other glass-and-steel towers, by limos and town cars, and by expensive restaurants and dinner parties in other apartments not all that different from mine, with people not all that different from me. I thought I was at the pinnacle of life, that things could not possibly be better. Who would want to live in any other way?

Then, shortly before my fiftieth birthday, I picked up BBC as a client, and I started to commute to Britain on a regular basis. And it was there, at the BBC, that I met Lisa Lambden. She was running the project that I was working on for the Beeb.

I went on to marry Lisa. We bought a small cottage in a little village in the English countryside, and that is where this story properly begins.

I have always been an early riser. Even if I go to bed at two in the morning, I am still up at five. I can’t help it. My father was in the army, and he would come into my room every morning at five, turn on the lights, make the sounds of the bugle call of reveille, sans bugle, and then shout, “Time to get up. Up, up, up! Out of the sack. Get those feet on the floor!” And that is how I started every day from the age of five or six. Those early lessons live on, so to this day, my eyes pop open at five, and there is nothing I can do about it.

On one particular morning, I was wide awake at five, lying in bed, when I heard a peculiar noise just outside my window—a kind of gentle cooing, but quite loud and quite close.

It was a pigeon, a wood pigeon, and he was strutting back and forth on the peaked roof of our garden room, just below our bedroom window. He had a twig in his beak, and he seemed to be scoping out the neighborhood, perhaps for the local cat that always prowls the garden.

I watched in silence, as I might watch a Discovery or National Geographic nature show, and, after a rather interminable five or six minutes—at least in the world of television where everything happens quite quickly—the pigeon, carefully looking both ways to make sure all was clear, plunged headlong into a tall hinoki cypress tree that stands just at the edge of the garden room.

A few minutes later, the bird emerged from the dense and nearly impenetrable center of the tree, paused on the garden-room roof, surveyed the surroundings, and took flight. A few more minutes later, the pigeon returned to the roof, another twig in beak, and again, after a suitable pause and examination of the surroundings, plunged yet again into the tree.

I was able to watch this show every morning, day after day, for several weeks. The bird was busy building a nest. Soon, I assumed, there would be a whole family of new wood pigeons in my garden.

The tenacity of the birds, their utter and unflinching dedication to the task of building a nest, first from twigs and later from bits of string or long grass that they found God only knows where, astonished me.

How do they know what to do? I wondered. Who taught them how to make a nest? A quick visit to the website for the RSPB, or the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, a most British institution, quickly answered my question. It is instinct. It is in their genes. They not only make nests, they make nests that are unique to their species. Generation after generation, year after year, these birds would fly off somewhere, find a suitable place safe from cats and other predators, and build a nest identical to the one in which they had been born. It was their instinct that had allowed the species to survive. Without that, they would have vanished long ago.

The longer I watched, the more the question gnawed at me. How did they know? How did they know what twigs to gather, what grass to get? How did they know that spiders would not only feed their young but also provide sticky webs that would help hold their twigs and grass and string bits together like a kind of cement? Who told them that?

The answer, of course, is that no one told them a thing. No one had to teach them. They knew because of instinct. It is in their genes from the moment they are born.

Recently, we went to a small agricultural exhibition at Chatsworth, the massive stately home owned by the duke and duchess of Devonshire, but, as with most of these massive stately homes, opened to the paying public. Apparently dukedom does not pay the way it used to.

Walking the grounds of the agricultural exhibit, we came upon a donkey that had just given birth. The young foal was no more than a few hours old, and yet it was already up and walking and nosing at the hay on the ground in search of something to eat. A collection at the chicken house showed the same thing; young chicks, just hatched, were already busy pecking at the ground in search of food. Everywhere I looked, whether it was to birds or donkeys or horses or the innumerable sheep that live next to my cottage, or even insects—all living creatures seem to have an inherent and inborn instinct that tells them what to do.

My neighbor Tim is a beekeeper. Generation after generation of his bees continue to forage in the field, find their way to the sweetest nectar, and return to the hive to produce wax and honey and yet more bees. Their instincts provide them the knowledge they need for survival.

Conversely, take a human baby, just born; place it alone on the ground; and see what happens. The answer is, of course, nothing. Left alone, it will die.

We humans are an incredibly weak species—fragile, delicate, and seemingly lacking in even the most basic instincts for survival that every other living thing seems to naturally possess. Why is that? How have we not only survived but also risen to dominate the planet and all other living things?

I am not the first person to ask these questions. They are as old as humanity. The ancient Greeks dealt with these very questions, in their own way, nearly three thousand years ago. In the the eighth century BCE, the Greek poet Hesiod tells the story of Prometheus to help explain this dilemma.

Prometheus and his brother Epimetheus were Titans, forerunners of the gods. They were given the task by Zeus, king of the gods, to go to earth and create from clay all living things. Epimetheus went first, creating all the animals of the land and creatures in the sea. Because he finished first, he was able to endow his creations with the best possible gifts for their survival: claws and beaks, razor-sharp teeth and talons, speed and cunning, enormous strength and the ability to fly, and, no doubt—though Hesiod does not mention it—instinct. He took them all.

When poor Prometheus was finished with his creation, man, there were no gifts left to offer. Man stood naked and frail and alone, just like that baby. Prometheus realized that his fragile creation had no chance of surviving even one day in a world filled with Epimetheus’s powerful and predatory creations. Mankind would be wiped out in an instant.

Prometheus went to Zeus and asked him if he might give mankind the most powerful thing that the gods possessed, and that was fire. But Zeus was protective of fire. Fire was far too powerful to give to man. With fire, man could forge metals, make weapons, and perhaps one day become so powerful that he would not only attain dominance over all animals but might even challenge the gods themselves. Zeus said no.

So Prometheus instead snuck up to Mount Olympus, home of the gods, and stole fire and gave it to man, his creation, so that mankind might survive.

Zeus was greatly angered. For his transgression, for stealing the gift of fire and giving it to mankind, Zeus ordered that Prometheus be seized and chained to a rock in the Caucasus, where each day an eagle, symbol of Zeus, would tear out and eat his liver, and each night, the liver would regenerate, only to be torn out and eaten again the next day. Prometheus would linger there, chained to the rock, until he was ultimately freed by Hercules, many years later.

The story of Prometheus, is, of course, a story—a myth, a legend. But it was a story with a very specific purpose. It helped the ancient Greeks answer questions that they otherwise had no answers to, like “How did we get here?” or “How do we survive?” Those stories helped them explain a world that was otherwise overwhelming and incomprehensible to them. But the stories did more: they were also instructional.

Human beings, unlike pigeons, are born without natural instincts. We must continually educate each successive generation in every aspect of what is necessary to survive a dangerous world. We tell stories. This is how we pass knowledge that is necessary for survival on to our children, and their children after them, ad infinitum. These stories are far more than entertainment. They are the very tools of our survival.

There is something almost magical about the power these stories have. We remember them, and we repeat them over and over. Ask an average person on the street who Prometheus is, and most people will know, even though he is a character from a story nearly three thousand years old. He is still alive in our cultural mind. How is that possible?

We may not innately know how to build a house or hunt for animals or make shoes or build a fire to keep warm or smelt metal. We aren’t born with an instinctive knowledge of how to harvest grain or mill it. We don’t know how to fish or gather berries and nuts or know what plants are healthy and which are deadly. We did not get the claws, the razor-sharp teeth, the hard exoskeletons, the horns, the speed. All survival skills, and so much more, so much learned and accrued knowledge over thousands of years of trial and error, life and death, had to be passed on to each successive generation, or they would be lost forever. We did this through our stories. It was this gift of storytelling, more than anything else, that allowed us as a species not just to survive but to thrive.

The gift of Prometheus, then, was not really fire. It was the ability to tell, remember, and then retell a story. It was being able to pass on knowledge from one generation to the next. Without that unique human characteristic of storytelling that no other species on earth has, we would have vanished a long time ago.

If the ancient Hebrews wanted to instruct their followers in the basic precepts of living a good life, they could simply have issued the Ten Commandments as that—ten good rules to live by. However, stripped of the compelling narrative that accompanies the Ten Commandments, the story loses its power. The book of Exodus is a great example of the extraordinary power of storytelling and the everlasting grip that it has on human beings. It clearly demonstrates the way that a highly personalized story, filled with characters and adventures, captures our imagination in a way that a mere recitation of facts or laws simply does not.

In 1949, Joseph Campbell, author and educator, published the seminal guide to storytelling, The Hero with A Thousand Faces. In it, Campbell, a professor of literature who wrote about comparative mythology, explained that almost every story that has resonated in almost every human culture, from Greek myths to the present, has followed a basic arc of story he referred to as the monomyth. Whether it was the story of Odysseus or Moses or Luke Skywalker, the plot and the story remain the same, regardless of the specifics. Campbell postulated, and I think proved quite successfully, that we have, in essence, been telling the same story, over and over again, for more than three thousand years. There is, Campbell believed, citing Freud often throughout the book, something very deep in our basic makeup that resonates with this singular structure of telling a story.

The Book of Exodus follows the Campbell model quite well. Moses, an Egyptian prince,1 is called upon by God (unwilling average person faced with a superhuman challenge), to take the Jews from slavery into the promised land. This story resonates so well that now, some 3,500 years after the fact, people still know it, movies are made about it, Jews still celebrate it every year as Passover, Jesus had his Last Supper over it, and Zionists will still say, “God gave us this land.” That’s the astonishing power of a story to educate.

You will note, once you start to look at it, that the Moses story is in fact little different from the Odyssey, from the Jesus story, from the Muhammad story, from the Buddha story. They are all stories that have an enormous impact on our culture, our history, and our society. Stories resonate, educate, shape whole civilizations, and define the daily lives of billions of people. We don’t have DNA-inbred instincts like the pigeons outside my window. We have, instead, a very basic, DNA-inbred intuitive hunger for stories.

This addiction to hearing the same story, over and over again, served us extremely well as a species for thousands of years. Our innate attraction to storytelling and the lessons that it conveyed, was great when we listened to perhaps one story a week or so—perhaps even fewer. How often do the Jews repeat the story of Moses and the Exodus? Once a year. In ancient Greece or Rome, how often did your average citizen attend a performance of Aeschylus or Plautus? A few times a year, perhaps, at best. In Christianity, the story of Jesus, from miraculous birth in Bethlehem to his crucifixion and resurrection, makes up the locus of our year, from Christmas to Easter and back again. It is no different from the Jews, who each Saturday read from the Torah, passage by passage, until, over the course of a single year, they reach the end, and then, at the holiday of Simchat Torah, they read the last passages of the book of Deuteronomy and the first passages of the book of Genesis—the end and the beginning, the alpha and the omega. In the Islamic world, it is the power of the story of the prophet Muhammad that is crystalized in the Koran and is recreated each year at the Haj in Mecca. In Elizabethan England, how often did one attend a performance of a Shakespeare play? Also a few times a year? And yet Shakespeare’s plays were history writ large, conveying lessons of human nature and human frailty. They too still resonate with us today.

Thus was the human psyche both stimulated by storytelling and inherently limited in the amount of storytelling we could be exposed to. Then, at the very end of the twentieth century, new technologies began to make access to compelling storytelling—done in ways never imagined before, and far more captivating—more and more available.

The invention of moving pictures in the latter 1800s and the ongoing maturation of that technology meant that highly stimulating visual storytelling was now available cheaply and with few complications. But even in the 1930s, a family might go to the movies once a week for a total of about an hour a week of movie-viewing—a lot more than in the past, but still manageable.

Then, in the 1950s, something terrible happened. What had been the wellspring of our ability to survive suddenly turned on us, and, like a cancer, began to threaten our very existence. Like an addiction to any drug, the drive for ever more and ever better visual stories found itself a home, first with the advent of television and then online. Today, the average person can spend an extraordinary eight hours a day or more watching stories in the form of movies, TV, or online video of some kind. What had once been an occasional exposure to a bit of sugar or morphine is now a gluttonous addiction, a mass orgy of never-ending stimulation and information being thrown at us continually.

What happens to a society that spends all of its time watching stories? What happens to a culture endlessly entertained, over and over again, hour after hour, day after day? What happens to a world addicted to endless watching? Our innate hunger for being told stories, once the key to our survival, has now become a helpless and hopeless addiction to a technology-driven, never-ending supply of limitless entertainment, all available at the touch of a button.

So, wired to want to hear more stories, we just keep pushing that button, over and over and over and over. We can’t stop. And those stories are not just passive entertainment. Because of our thousands of years of experience, those stories are still teaching us something. We are still busy incorporating their lessons. But what exactly are they teaching us?

There is a school of thought among archaeologists that the Roman Empire collapsed because the Roman elite had inadvertently destroyed their own minds. Almost all homes of the well-to-do had water piped into them. They had remarkably advanced plumbing, the likes of which would not be seen in Europe for another 1,500 years. But their plumbing had a flaw: their pipes were made of lead, and so it is possible that, over time, the Romans slowly but surely poisoned themselves. Lead poisoning leads to slow but certain destruction of the brain.

We don’t have lead pipes bringing water into our homes any longer, but we do have fiber-optic pipes bringing content. And it is entirely possible that we too are poisoning our minds, just with a different poison.

In the next two hundred pages, you’ll learn how our ancient dependence on storytelling has morphed into a deadly addiction to an almost never-ending stream of entertainment that has warped our world, our society, and our individual lives in ways we never imagined possible. But you’ll also learn how you can take back control of your world and your life using the very same media that is destroying us.

 

1 For a fascinating analysis of why Moses might not have been a Hebrew at all but rather an Egyptian prince caught in a struggle of which Egyptian god to worship, read Freud’s Moses and Monotheism.



PART I
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THE DRUG
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To the Moon, Alice

At 10:56 p.m. Eastern Daylight Saving Time, July 21, 1969, American astronaut Neil Armstrong opened the door of the Lunar Lander, turned around, and slowly began to descend the steps to the surface of the moon.

Some 240,000 miles away, nearly one billion people followed his progress—six hundred thousand of them watching on TV. It was the largest television audience in history, and with good reason. All over the world, people were watching the culmination not just of ten years of intense technological and scientific effort but also ten thousand years of dreaming and imagining a human being walking on the moon.

As it happened, at the very moment that Armstrong was taking his first steps on the lunar surface, something else was happening in space as well. Only a few weeks before the Apollo landing on the moon, the Starship Enterprise, part of the United Federation of Planets, had received a distress signal from the planet Camus II, the site of an important archaeological excavation. An interplanetary research vessel had crash-landed there, and the two survivors were Dr. Janice Lester, a woman with whom Captain James Kirk, commander of the Enterprise, had once had a relationship, and Dr. Arthur Coleman, a famous space archaeologist and scientist.

Almost as soon as Captain Kirk and his crew set foot on Camus II—almost at the same moment, ironically, that Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin were setting foot on the moon—things began to go wrong, not on the moon, but on Camus II. By the use of an advanced piece of alien technology, one known only on Camus II, Dr. Lester was placed inside Captain Kirk’s body, and Kirk was placed in Lester’s. And so it was Dr. Janice Lester, in the guise of Captain Kirk, who was now in control of the Starship Enterprise. Would the crew of the Enterprise be able to figure it out before Captain Kirk, who was actually Dr. Lester, was able to carry out the death sentence that the hastily ordered court-martial had handed down to Commander Spock for mutiny?

Back on the moon, Armstrong was busy negotiating the ladder.

Meanwhile, a fleet of Klingon warships was fast approaching Camus II. Armed to the teeth with sophisticated weapons that could easily obliterate the Enterprise and her crew, time was of the essence.

Back on the moon, astronauts Armstrong and Aldrin were busy collecting rocks.

Both the adventures of Commander Neil Armstrong and of Captain James T. Kirk were delivered to Americans though the same exact medium: a screen in their living rooms. One adventure was real, the other fiction. Did it matter? Could anyone actually tell the difference?

Without realizing it, Americans in July of 1969 suddenly found themselves at the crossroads of their future. Would they continue to inhabit the real world of NASA and actual moon landings, boring though they might be, or would they opt to live in a far more exciting world of images, illusion, and fantasy? The lunar landing was the culmination of ten thousand years of grappling with the hard work necessary to accomplish real achievements. The trip to Camus II was the product of just the past few decades, a time of the unleashing of astonishing new technologies used to create and distribute visual content. A great deal of money had been spent to put astronauts in space, but, ironically, vastly more had been spent, in a sense, to put Captain Kirk on Camus II. Spaceflight technology was expensive, but focused—a one-time affair with an ending. Mass-media technology, on the other hand, was a never-ending global enterprise. Neil Armstrong’s first step would be a step into the future, but what kind of a future would it be? Would it be a future of real things, or would it be a future of invented realities?

Space exploration and television had, in fact, been born together. They had grown up almost hand in hand. At the height of the Cold War, on October 4, 1957, the Soviets had taken a mighty technological leap over the Americans in what would come to be dubbed the “Space Race.” They had launched Sputnik, the first man-made satellite to circle the earth. By this time, television had pretty well penetrated the American market. Almost every household in the country had a TV in their living room, and the news of Sputnik both captivated and terrified the nation.

Once the newspapers, then radio, delivered news like Sputnik, but by the late 1950s, television had begun to eclipse them to become our number-one medium of information. We began to experience the world through images on TV screens.

If anyone was a product of America’s embrace of television, it was John F. Kennedy. In 1960, the young junior senator from Massachusetts was making a run for the presidency. He had, at the start, been considered something of a long shot. He was only forty-three years old, had almost no prior experience (he had only been in the Senate for a single and rather unremarkable term), and was a practicing Catholic, considered to be a great handicap at that time.

Richard Nixon, the Republican candidate, by contrast, came to the election as perhaps the most qualified candidate in many years. He had had a stellar congressional history, having cast crucial votes on some of the most important legislation at the time, as well as having single-handedly unmasked Alger Hiss’s alleged dealings with the Communists—a very hot topic in the 1950s. Only one year earlier, Fidel Castro, a Communist revolutionary, had overthrown the government of Cuba and had set up a Communist regime only ninety miles from Miami in Florida. Communism seemed to be on the move, and the threat of a Soviet ally just off the coast of the United States was the singular focus of people’s attention in 1960, as the election drew close. More than anything else, Americans were searching for a president who could deal with the suddenly quite ominous Communist threat. That would seem to have been Dick Nixon. He had, after all, been named and elected to the vice presidency of the United States under the very popular Eisenhower and had served for eight years on his reputation as a Communism fighter—and that was before Castro.

In the newspapers, the then-dominant medium of the day, Nixon was the unquestioned front-runner for the presidency. The TV debate, however, would change all of that in an instant. It was neither the content of the debate, nor what was said. There was no gaffe by either candidate, there were no glaring errors, and there was no real singular attack. Television would change the election not because of policy, but rather because of perception. One candidate was great on TV; the other, terrible.

Kennedy arrived for the debate at the Chicago studios of CBS on September 26. He was well rested and well tanned. He looked good. Kennedy had spent the entire prior weekend holed up in a hotel room, practicing debate questions and answers with this team.

Nixon, on the other hand, arrived at the debate directly after a grueling week on the campaign trail. It had been a bad week for Nixon all around. He had been suffering from the flu. He had lost nearly twenty pounds, and his suit hung on him like a sack. On top of that, he banged his knee getting out of the limo when he arrived at CBS, exacerbating an earlier injury. He was in pain, gray, and sallow. In short, he was bad TV.

Despite Nixon’s lack of preparation and difficult week, he knew the material cold. He had lived it for years. He was, in fact, the very embodiment of US anti-Communist policy and action. For those who listened to the debate on the radio, Nixon was the narrow winner, but for those who watched the debate on TV, Kennedy had buried Nixon. It was not about substance any longer; it was about who looked better.

Following the debate, Richard J. Daley, the Democratic mayor of Chicago said, “My God, they’ve embalmed him [Nixon] before he even died.” The next day, the Chicago Daily News, a Republican-leaning tabloid, ran the headline, “Was Nixon Sabotaged By TV Makeup Artists?”

As it turned out, neither Nixon nor JFK had taken the option for makeup artists, which CBS had offered. But Kennedy was well tanned and looking good. Nixon, who had always suffered from a five-o’clock shadow, simply came across as shifty and sinister.

Nixon had once confided to CBS anchor Walter Cronkite, “I can shave within thirty seconds before I go on television and still have a beard.” Concerned about this, he had, at the last minute before the cameras started to roll, conceded to his support staff who suggested that he at least apply a thin coating of a product called Lazy Shave, a kind-of drugstore over-the-counter pancake. Nixon had used this many times before while working a crowd, and it had been fine. But under the hot studio lights, Nixon, who had a tendency to sweat anyway, began to perspire and the Lazy Shave began to melt off on screen. It was a visual disaster. As time went by, he began to look like a zombie in a B-movie.

But even before the debate, Kennedy had understood the power of visual media. He had invited documentary filmmakers Albert Maysles and Richard Leacock to follow him as he worked the state of Wisconsin prior to his primary run against Hubert Humphrey. Using small, hand-held cameras, a cutting-edge technology in 1960, Maysles and Leacock produced a groundbreaking film called Primary. It presented the candidate in an entirely new and, until then, unseen light. Maysles and Leacock created an intimate and highly personalized story of what it was like to run for the presidency. JFK was cast, and there is no other word for it, as a character in a movie with a great story arc. He went from being a political figure to a personality.

Today, we accept this as the norm, but in 1960, no one had ever done this before. Political stump speeches, the bread and butter of electoral politics up to that point, are, frankly, boring. Stories about underdogs who work tirelessly to try to win make great movies. JFK was the “Rocky” of Wisconsin. He went on to win, but more important, he had begun the great transformation of politics and its relationship to the visual media.

If Primary was the harbinger of the coming power of television and what visual storytelling would mean in politics, the great television debate between Kennedy and Nixon could seal the change. Kennedy had gone into the TV debate virtually tied with Nixon. By the time the four debates were over, he was the narrow front-runner. Kennedy, the better TV personality, went on to win the White House. In 1962, Nixon would publish his memoir, Six Crises, in which he would acknowledge what had happened. “I should have remembered that a picture is worth a thousand words,” he would write. As it turned out, a picture was worth a good deal more than a thousand words. It was worth the White House, the presidency, and the nation.

On April 12, 1961, a mere 90 days after Kennedy had been sworn in as President of the United States, a Vostok-K rocket blasted off from the Baikonur Cosmodrome in Southern Kazakhstan, USSR. Atop the rocket was the Vostok-1 space vehicle, and inside the small vehicle was Soviet Cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin.

Seven minutes after blast-off, Gagarin became the first human being to orbit the earth in space. One orbit and 108 minutes later, Gagarin and the Vostok landed back on earth, bouncing off the ground, eighteen miles south of the city of Engles in the Sarotov region of the Soviet Union, 170 miles west of the intended landing site at Baikonur. Seven kilometers above the earth, as Vostok-1 descended, Gagarin opened the hatch and was ejected from the spacecraft. He glided to earth, as planned, landing separately in a field.

A farmer and his daughter came upon Gagarin, gathering up his parachute.

“When they saw me in my space suit,” Gagarin would report later, “and the parachute dragging alongside as I walked, they started to back away in fear. I told them, ‘Don’t be afraid, I am a Soviet citizen like you, who has descended from space, and I must find a telephone to call Moscow!’”

The news, of course, was filled with this astonishing Soviet achievement. Americans felt that they were being left far behind. The Space Race had begun.

One month after the Russians put Gagarin into the first manned orbit, Kennedy delivered America’s answer to the Soviet Union. In a speech before Congress, Kennedy declared that the country “should commit itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to the Earth.” This was, at that moment, an absolutely astonishing thing to suggest. When Kennedy laid down the challenge of a flight to the moon, the US space program, such as it was, had only put one astronaut, Alan B. Shepard, into a suborbital flight—essentially up and down, just three weeks earlier. The whole thing had lasted a total of five minutes and twenty-two seconds. Now, to say that we would go to the moon, land, and come back in essentially nine years must have seemed the height of insanity. Many people told him it was both ridiculous and impossible.

In a later speech at Rice University, Kennedy neatly outlined the obstacles that lay before them, should they accept the challenge:


But if I were to say, my fellow citizens, that we shall send to the moon, 240,000 miles away from the control station in Houston, a giant rocket more than 300 feet tall, the length of this football field, made of new metal alloys, some of which have not yet been invented, capable of standing heat and stresses several times more than have ever been experienced, fitted together with a precision better than the finest watch, carrying all the equipment needed for propulsion, guidance, control, communications, food and survival, on an untried mission, to an unknown celestial body, and then return it safely to Earth, re-entering the atmosphere at speeds of over 25,000 miles per hour, causing heat about half that of the temperature of the sun—almost as hot as it is here today—and do all this, and do it right, and do it first before this decade is out—then we must be bold.



The challenge JFK outlined had all the hallmarks of a Joseph Campbell impossible mission that had to be accomplished. It was the purest essence of great storytelling, and, as such, it captured the nation’s attention. Married to the astronauts, who were cast as “the right stuff” and heroes for our time, it created an almost perfect Campbellian construct of an epic tale. Also in the speech at Rice University, he said:


“We choose to go to the moon! We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one we intend to win, and the others, too.”



This is how you inspire a nation to do the impossible—with a story. The power of storytelling, married to television and visuals, is almost beyond belief. When you look at the Apollo program, the application of character and story to real financial backing, it frankly is beyond belief—but it happened.

Kennedy, the nation’s first television president, had committed the nation to achieving the inconceivable and almost impossible task. Yet a mere seven years after the Rice University speech, America had accomplished the impossible. Neil Armstrong walked on the surface of the moon.

Placing a man on the moon was by any measure an enormous achievement. It was more than the culmination of a promise made only seven years prior. It was, in many ways, the fulfillment of a dream that had captured people’s imaginations since they first learned to walk erect and look up at the sky. The moon had always been a tantalizing object. It was close that you could almost hold it in your hands, yet it was so very untouchable—until Neil Armstrong put his foot down on the lunar soil.

The completed dream of leaving the bonds of the earth and touching the moon—of walking on it—felt, in those heady moments, as though we had all, as a species, crossed some kind of historical line. We would no longer be bound to the earth. We would begin the next great chapter of humanity, the exploration and ultimately the colonization of the moon, of Mars and all else that lay beyond. It was a remarkable moment.

Yet only a few short years later, on December 14, 1972, American astronaut Eugene Cernan climbed into the lunar module, shut the door, fired up the engine, and left the surface of the moon. He was the last man to walk on the moon, a mere three years after Neil Armstrong had been the first. Armstrong had said on setting foot on the moon, “That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind”; Cernan’s last words as he stepped into the Lander were, “And, as we leave the moon at Taurus-Littrow, we leave as we came and, God willing, as we shall return.”

But no one would return, ever again, to this day. Why? What killed our passion for exploration and the unknown in such a short time, a passion that had once been so strong that we accomplished the seemingly impossible?

It wasn’t a matter of the cost. The original Apollo lunar program had cost a total of $25.4 billion in 1969 or about $180 billion in current money.2 That was spread over ten years, so even in current dollars, that would come out to a commitment of about $18 billion a year. Now, to put this into perspective, the current budget of the Department of Defense for just one year was $639.1 billion. Even so, the vast majority of that $25.4 billion was spent in developing entirely new and hitherto untested technologies, processes, and machinery. Think of it as sunk cost. Think of it as investment in the future, a future that was cut short. The specific trips to the moon and back cost only a fraction of that. And even that is a pittance when compared to the $5 trillion or so that has been spent on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. So, if we wanted to go, we could certainly have afforded to go, any time we liked. But we did not want to go.

Nor was it a matter of the technology. The technology that took men to the moon at the end of the 1960s was like your grandfather’s 1969 Chevrolet—cutting edge in the day, but now really museum-grade stuff. Your iPhone, for example, can perform functions 120 million times faster than the IBM mainframes that guided the Apollo 11 to the moon. The Apollo module had 2K of memory and 32K of storage. Your toaster most likely has more computing power than the lunar module. The original Apollo program was supposed to go all the way to Apollo 20. Instead it got axed after Apollo 17. Why? Once we finally got to the moon, no one got killed. No one even got injured. Even with the exception of the notorious Apollo 13, which made a great movie, everything went off flawlessly.

Like Armstrong, Shepard, and the rest of the astronauts, Gene Roddenberry had also been a pilot in the Second World War. He had flown B-17s over Europe. And when the war was over, like many pilots, he got himself a job working for Pan Am, the commercial airline. Following the war, commercial flying was just starting to take off. Roddenberry was so good a pilot that in a short time he was flying the longest routes that Pan Am had then, New York to Johannesburg and New York to Calcutta. Even though he enjoyed flying and was quite good at it (he probably could have been an astronaut), his real passion had always been writing.

On June 18, 1947, Captain Roddenberry got into trouble. Today, plane crashes are rare, but in the 1950s, the technology behind big planes was a good deal less dependable than it is today, and if planes did not crash with regularity, they certainly crashed far more often than they do today. His plane, the Clipper Eclipse, came down in the middle of the Syrian Desert. Roddenberry survived the crash with two broken ribs, and even though he was injured, he was able to drag passengers out of the flaming wreck. Fourteen people died in that crash, and for Roddenberry, it was his last commercial flight. He resigned from Pan Am as soon as he got back and decided to finally pursue his long-time passion for writing. Little did he know that he would also fly into space, just like his companion pilots at NASA, only in a very different way.

Roddenberry took a rather circuitous route to his writing career. He joined the Los Angeles Police Department, not as a patrolman but as a public information officer. He ultimately became the chief speechwriter for the LAPD’s chief of police. His work at the LAPD led him to become the technical advisor on a TV series called Mr. District Attorney. In that capacity, he began to write TV scripts in earnest, selling a few story ideas. By 1956, he felt confident enough about his writing abilities to quit his job with the LAPD and concentrate on writing full time.

Like all writers, he started slowly, but over time, as his abilities and contacts grew, his work become more and more well-known. He started writing scripts for existing TV series such as Boots and Saddles and Jefferson Drum. Then, in 1958, a script that he wrote for the TV series Have Gun—Will Travel won him the prestigious Writer’s Guild of America Award for Best Western Episode.

In 1961, he got an idea for a series based on a multiethnic crew aboard an airship that traveled the world, but he was told that there was little market in the TV world for science fiction at that moment. The Space Race would change all of that. On March 11, 1964, he wrote up a sixteen-page treatment for a new series he called Star Trek. As with many Hollywood writers, he offered the concept to a number of networks and studios. Most turned him down. Finally, NBC agreed to finance a pilot. It was not so much science fiction as a kind of Wagon Train to the stars. The real space program was in high gear, and all of the networks were suddenly looking for some kind of space-related series. CBS commissioned Lost in Space, so NBC needed its own space drama. On March 24, 1965, the first episode of Star Trek went into production. The pilot was so good that NBC commissioned a full season run of thirteen episodes.

The same week that Star Trek went into production on the ground, astronauts Gus Grissom and John Young went into space for real, making the first Gemini space flight. They went for three orbits; the whole mission lasted just over four hours. The USS Enterprise, by contrast, was on a five-year mission, not a three-hour one.

Star Trek and the NASA space program ran concurrently on TV during the 1960s. They were kind of competitors. Like Captain Roddenberry, NASA also went into the TV business along with going into space. NASA had always understood that good television coverage of its missions was essential to keeping the agency funded. An audience that watched the space shots and fell in love with the astronauts and their families would mean that Congress, who voted the funding for NASA, would be responsive to the feelings and passions of their constituencies. Thus, NASA made every effort to make the Space Race into primetime TV viewing.

I am old enough to remember when school came to a complete halt on launch days, and a black-and-white TV set would be rolled into the classroom so that we could watch the launch of whatever mission was heading off into space. The countdowns were great drama: “ten . . . nine . . . eight . . . seven . . . six . . . we have ignition . . . five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . blast off!” And the great rocket would rise into the sky as we all held our collective breaths.

It was great TV. In fact, in many ways, NASA invented the world’s first reality TV show. When Neil Armstrong set foot on the moon for the first time, NASA made sure that his last steps onto the lunar surface would be beamed back to the largest TV audience ever. This in itself was in many ways as complicated as putting a man on the moon. No one had ever transmitted a live image from the surface of the moon. Everything had to be designed from scratch, including the camera.

By the launch of Apollo 12 on November 14, 1969, just four short months after Armstrong and Aldrin’s historic mission, national interest in watching the moon landings had waned considerably, “considering the intense national emotion spent on the first moon landing,” the New York Times reported. “‘You can’t get as excited the second time you kiss the girl,’ one man said.”

Apollo 12 Commander Alan Bean did not help matters by pointing the mission’s only TV camera directly into the sun, burning out the tubes. Left with live audio but no video, CBS cut to a studio on Long Island, where two actors, dressed as astronauts, pantomimed what they assumed was happening on the moon. NBC used astronaut marionettes.

As NASA was losing TV audiences, despite stunts like having an astronaut hit a golf ball on the surface of the moon, Star Trek, the other TV space-travel series, was entering its third season. While NASA TV was desperately trying to hold its audiences with stunts like astronauts eating Jell-O in a weightless environment, Captain Kirk and his crew were cruising the universe at warp-drive speed, fighting Klingons, firing off photon torpedoes, beaming down to planets with green slave women, and outwitting computers that ran entire worlds. It beat weightless Jell-O—by a lot.
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