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Our Moon and the
Earth Crisis.
Half a century ago, on July 20,
1969, our species first set foot
on Earth's natural satellite.
Stunning images from Apollo 11. Above: We look
back on the Earth on the outward journey,
seeing a cloudy UK and Ireland. AS11-365355HR. Below: At Tranquility Base, astronaut
Buzz Aldrin is seen setting up experiments in
vicinity of the Apollo Lunar Module (or Lunar
Excursion Module). AS11-40-5949HR.

July 20, 1969: This was not only an
unforgettable day in human events,
but also a key moment in the history
of life on Earth itself.
Editor: Martin Heath
Today, the Apollo missions are half way back in time
to the First World War. Planet Earth, however, is
undergoing a process that began deep in geological
time. It saw a dramatic transformation through a
natural evolution that then enabled a single species
to push another kind of evolution, driving the world
through its own technological innovations and forcing
an ever acceleration event. Homo sapiens has
created what we can dub “runaway ecology,” and it
is changing our environment at an ever faster pass.
In the course of long geological ages, complex life on
Earth evolved from the sea, to the land and into the
air. In contrast, heavier-than-air flight appeared in
1903 and the first human in space, less than six
decades later – within a life-time. In the historic
celebrations underway, we should not forget this big
picture.
Top: A Soviet postal stamp shows Sputnik 1 orbiting the
Earth (1957), the Earth orbiting the Sun and the Sun
orbiting the centre of the Milky Way galaxy. Yuri Gagarin
became the first human to orbit the Earth in 1961. Left:
Soviet advances spurred the USA to overtake its rival
and reach the Moon. On May 1961, President Kennedy
announced the Moon mission to Congress on May 25,
1961. In 1962, a Mercury capsule carried John Glenn,
first USA astronaut to orbit the Earth. The two person
Gemini capsule followed. We see a space walk on June
1965, with Edward White, who later died in the Apollo 1
fire. These early space flights set the stage for Apollo.
This issue uses NASA and historical footage.

On 4 October 1957, the world's first artificial satellite, the very modest 585 mm wide and 83.6 kg, Sputnik
1, entered an orbit that carried it became 215 and 939 km above the Earth. The first member of Homo
sapiens to travel into space was the Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin (1934-1968), who
experienced a single orbit in Vostok 1 on April 12, 1961. These events galvanised the USA. It determined to
win the space race against the Soviet Union, entering the fray under the Kennedy administration
(inaugurated 1961). The first American astronaut, Alan Bartlett Shepard Jr. (1923-1998) entered space on
May 5, 1961, and John Herschel Glenn Jr. (1921-2016) being the USA's first to orbit on February 20, 1962.
On September 12, 1962, in Rice University football stadium, Houston, Texas. John F. Kennedy (1917-1963)
famously told a 40,000 crowd about the Moon project.
“We set sail on this new sea because there is
new knowledge to be gained, and new rights
to be won, and they must be won and used for
the progress of all people” and “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.”
Right: Neil Armstrong (1930-2012), the first human
being to plant his boot in the sterile lunar soil was
followed shortly by Edwin Eugene (“Buzz”) Aldrin
Jr. (1930-). Michael Collins (1930-) remained in the
Apollo Command Module and orbited the Moon
while the others explored the lunar surface.

The Moon, runaway ecology, the Great
Acceleration and the Earth Crisis.
The Moon landings were not part of a linear progression,
but of our accelerating capabilities. They shot upwards
in a trajectory from the first flight, a mere 12 second
long and 120 feet at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, to
Tranquility Base on the Moon, in 66 years. When
Kennedy resolved that the USA would reach the Moon
within the decade, he compared it to the breakthrough
when, just 35 years earlier, an aircraft first flew across
the Atlantic.
At the same time as we congratulate and astonish ourselves with
our ever faster technological prowess – not forgetting the
engineering challenges and the courageous achievements of the
astronauts we recall today – we must also understand how
human activity is undermining the natural world on which we
depend for our existence. This is accelerating too.
The former International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme was
established by the International Council of Scientific Unions and
it operated from 1987 to 2015. It explored the implications of
human activity.
The Great Acceleration has continued since the Moon landings.
The IGBP website, still available, provides sobering reading:
“The last 60 years have without doubt seen the most profound
transformation of the human relationship with the natural world
in the history of humankind.
The effects of the accelerating human changes are now clearly
discernible at the Earth system level.”
The message is finally getting out to public and politicians that
our species is now bringing about a sixth extinction, This is not
hyperbole. The paper “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity: A
Second Notice” If you care about Planet Earth, make a time to
read it. It is one of the most important things that deserves
your attention. Its first author was William J. Ripple, together
with seven others, with 15,364 scientist signatories from 184
countries. They told us:
“we have unleashed a mass extinction event, the sixth in
roughly 540 million years, wherein many current life forms
could be annihilated or at least committed to extinction by the
end of this century.”
“To prevent widespread misery and catastrophic biodiversity
loss, humanity must practice a more environmentally
sustainable alternative to business as usual. This prescription
was well articulated by the world’s leading scientists 25 years
ago, but in most respects, we have not heeded their warning.”
Ripple, W. J. et al. (2017). BioScience 67: 1026-1028.
This is bigger than a Climate Crisis, a phrase we often hear now,
but this newsletter is flagging up an Earth Crisis and the
complexities by runaway ecology. The human future will be both
exciting and dangerous. The Earth Crisis is already the greatest
challenge we shall ever face.

July 16, 2019 lunar eclipse was appropriate for the half-century celebrations.
It had been on July 16, 1969 that Apollo 11 had been launched by a Saturn 5 from the Kennedy Space
Center's Launch Complex 39A. By about half past ten at night British Summer Time (21.30 GMT), the Moon
had risen from behind the trees. This was also around the time of the greatest eclipse, when 60% of the
Moon's face was covered. It was a summer's night, and out in the fields near Ash, Kent, a bat was out
between the row of trees and a wheat field. There was a mouse, unseen but heard in the wheat, and
horses were out in a near by field. Moving outwards from the Moon, the Solar System's two gas giants
were found further southwards from the Moon, namely Saturn and Jupiter. Later, the International Space
Station, a brilliant star, circled high above the Moon. The umbral part of the eclipse finished just before
midnight British Summer Time, as clouds set in in the lower part of the sky. Moon chart from NASA LRO.
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