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S Y N O P S I S

Short Synopsis

Fifty years ago, at the height of the Cold War, the USSR launched Sputnik, the first satellite to orbit the earth, bringing America to its knees in awe - then fear.  Initially thrilling as a marvel of science, Sputnik was soon viewed by America a weapon of mass destruction. Narrated by Liev Schreiber with expert use of archival footage, SPUTNIK MANIA explores the fast-moving series of events that brought the world's super-powers to the brink of nuclear war, and includes the story of two ex-generals whose private agreement prevented WW III.

Long Synopsis

October 4, 2007 marked the 50th anniversary of the launch of Sputnik, the first man-made object ever to leave the atmosphere and successfully orbit the earth. Throughout the world, events are being planned to celebrate the “Sputnik Year,” which begins on the anniversary and runs through December 31, 2008. As part of that celebration, SPUTNIK MANIA tells the satellite's story from America’s point of view. 

Like today, 1957 was a time of fear. In place of Al Qaeda, dirty bombs, and the war in Iraq, there were the Soviets, hydrogen bombs, and the Cold War. The world's two superpowers were hell-bent on beating one another by any means necessary. It was also a time of political wrangling, with a popular president under attack for not being strong enough on Communism. 

The film leads us through the first year following the launch of Sputnik. In 1958, a nuclear weapon was tested in the atmosphere by either Russia or the United States every three days. By the end of that year, nothing was the same. Sputnik spurred us into an arms and space race, necessitating the creation of an academic army of scientists and engineers. This led to the development of NASA, massive reforms in our education system, and the discoveries that enabled many of the consumer technologies on which we depend today (The Internet, cell phones, global positioning systems, credit card verifications and high-definition televisions). The launch of Sputnik also led to widespread panic, fear and anxiety as leading politicians and the media whipped the public into an escalating mass frenzy – only months after Sputnik’s launch, 60% of Americans thought that nuclear war was imminent and that 50% of the American population would likely die (Gallup Poll, April 1958).  

With our education system again in dire need of reform, the renewed focus on nuclear testing, and NASA’s plans to build a moon base by 2024, the cosmic frontier has reopened to a new generation of scientists, engineers, and soldiers.  As the film's epilogue asks: what will be our next "Sputnik moment" -- the event that drives us to address these and other challenges?

SPUTNIK MANIA is based on Paul Dickson's bestselling book Sputnik: The Shock of the Century. The filmmaker, David Hoffman, has 40 years of movie-making experience, including over one hundred television specials and four feature documentaries. Actor Liev Schreiber narrates the film with his dramatic and instantly recognizable style of storytelling. 

Many key players of the Sputnik era supported the production of SPUTNIK MANIA. Russian representatives, NASA, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL), the National Education Association, NPR's Daniel Schorr, and Homer Hickam of Rocket Boys fame among others contribute to the film with short clips dramatically telling their stories.

SPUTNIK MANIA sings an uncannily prophetic song of the past to the tune of the present. It tells a story of great relevance to issues facing the 21st century. 

Commenting on the geo-political atmosphere of the day, SPUTNIK MANIA offers a great opportunity to frame some important conversations pertaining to: 

· International relations and American foreign policy; 

· the march of science and technology; 

· the impact on children/youth and implications for our school curriculum; 
· the collective response to 9/11; 

· the role of the media and fear; and 

· American politics and the importance of remembering our history 

D I R E C T O R’ S    S T A T E M E N T

Throughout my film career, I’ve looked for compelling stories that resonated on multiple levels for various audiences.  Stories that, although may be rooted in the past, nonetheless transcend a specific time period to relate to some of the most salient events and issues of today.  Make no mistake about it – Sputnik is one of those rare events.

Since 1958, the Sputnik ‘moment’ can often be found as an example of a real-world lesson or metaphor jumping off of the pages of speeches delivered by prominent political leaders throughout the world.  But what does Sputnik really mean and how can the events of 1958 offer insight on today’s political, economic or social landscape? SPUTNIK MANIA helps us to contextualize this ‘moment’ and how it changed America and the world forever. 
The film is based on Paul Dickson's book, The Shock of the Century. However, as I begun to comb through what literally seemed to be a million feet of film at the time, a larger story emerged, which made the process of editing so extraordinary and exciting. 
With my editor, John Vincent Barrett, I believe we created a new documentary style.  A style that embraces the timeless feel of black-and-white footage while staying true to the soundtrack of that era. I found the film in a wide array of places – primarily from You Tube and eBay actually. The real challenge however was diligently tracking the footage from middle European and Russian underground sources.  Once that was underway, we then had to secure the rights by contacting quite a few people – eventually paying through the nose!  
My goal when making the film was to inevitably present and package a historic film with wonderful archival footage set to great music – but telling an even greater story.  In the end, we see a film that is both dramatic and worthy of presentation to a theatrical audience. Pre-screenings that we’ve had with high school audiences have proved that today’s students relate to the film and possibly see it as an extension of present-day American history.  
In the end, I hope audiences will walk away thinking about the present.  For instance, here we are in an election year where it is obvious that leadership matters.  SPUTNIK MANIA uncovers that President Eisenhower was a strategic leader while it appears that President Bush has been a tactical leader.  The film not only brings to light the importance of long-term strategies directing short-term actions or inactions, but also reminds us that little has changed from fifty years ago. Sputnik reveals our inner-most reactions to fear and how and why we ultimately turned those visceral reactions into a much larger positive. I believe that Sputnik was not just a piece of American history, but a piece of world history and is a valuable learning tool for all of the world's citizens. 
From the start, I was interested in the reactions of ordinary American citizens.  Although I’ve interviewed three presidents, and many others holding high-level positions, it is the everyday citizen that shares with me the essence of our democracy.  So I focused SPUTNIK MANIA not on the "secret stuff" that has recently come to light but rather on how people genuinely felt at that time and why they felt the way they did.
 






- David Hoffman
C R E W    B I O S

Director/Writer/Producer – David Hoffman

David Hoffman is one of America’s veteran documentary filmmakers. During his 40-year career, he has made four feature-length documentaries including King, Murray; It’s All Good; SingSing Thanksgiving with BB King; and Earl Scruggs: His Family & Friends.  King, Murray--an experimental feature doc about an insurance salesman who goes to Las Vegas on a junket to gamble with other high rollers--was the winner of the Critics Award at the 1970 Cannes Film Festival, besting several other films, including Easy Rider. 

Hoffman (see some of his work at www.thehoffmancollection.com) has also made more than 100 primetime documentary television specials and series, mostly for PBS and Turner Broadcasting. Among his most notable projects:

•
The acclaimed 10-part Ten Who Dared, with Anthony Quinn

•
The landmark 6-part PBS series Making Sense of The Sixties

•
Turner Broadcasting’s Moon Shot, winner of the Peabody Award for best TV series

•
Four Episodes of The American Experience

•
Four Episodes of NOVA 

Many of Hoffman's reality-style films present a view of recent American events and how the American people experienced them.  Hoffman is a traditional filmmaker who often functions as director, writer, cameraperson, and film editor. Sputnik Mania was made by three people, Hoffman, his editor John Vincent Barrett, and his producer, 23 year-old Eric Reid.

Hoffman's documentaries have received top awards at many major American and international film festivals. Hoffman has made films on subjects as diverse as double-dutch jump roping – Black Magic - (blue ribbon winner at the American Film Festival), the history of naval aviation – Wing over Water (2nd highest rated program of the year on PBS), and Remembering Life (for the 50th anniversary of Life Magazine).  

Hoffman has founded several startup companies and is currently founder and CEO of Sagas for locally based remote video interviewing (www.sagas.com/interview).

Hoffman founded his production company, Varied Directions, 35 years ago and spent much of his career making films in Camden, Maine. Today he lives and works in Santa Cruz, California.

Executive Producer – Jay S. Walker

Jay Walker is chairman of Walker Digital, a privately-held R&D lab based in Stamford, Connecticut. 

He founded the lab in 1994 with the vision that consumer-focused applications that sit on top of large-scale networks will be a key driver of business growth. In total, Walker Digital has invented hundreds of solutions for many different kinds of business problems in fifteen different industries. 

Mr. Walker is best known as the founder of Priceline.com, which brought a new level of value to the travel industry. Today, Priceline is a profitable, billion-dollar public company with more than ten million active customers. 

Mr. Walker also co-founded Synapse, a company that used the credit card processing network to revolutionize the magazine subscription business. Mr. Walker served as the marketing leader for the company for five years during which he produced more than two billion pieces of direct mail and created a customer database of 25 million active buyers. For his work, he won the Direct Marketer of the Year award in 1999. Synapse is now a unit of Time Warner.

Walker Digital employs teams of inventors, engineers and designers to solve problems using network technologies and a strong customer orientation. The company often partners with Fortune 500 firms, such as Federal Express, Time Inc and IGT, to bring its inventions to market. 

Mr. Walker’s innovations have been widely recognized. He has twice been named by the editors of TIME magazine as one of the “50 most influential business leaders in the digital age.” Business Week selected him as one of its 25 Internet pioneers most responsible for “changing the competitive landscape of almost every industry in the world.” Newsweek cited him as one of three executives at the forefront of the Internet commerce revolution.

He holds a B.S. degree in Industrial Relations from Cornell University. Jay and his wife Eileen have two children and live in Connecticut.

Author of “Sputnik: The Shock of the Century” – Paul Dickson

Chief consultant for SPUTNIK MANIA is best selling novelist Paul Dickson.  His recent book, Sputnik: The Shock of the Century, dramatically chronicles the post Sputnik year with fascinating parallels to the present. 

Dickson is an east coast native of Yonkers, NY, and a graduate of Wesleyan University.  He recalls the night Sputnik went up, which occurred when he was just a freshman in college. On that night, he says, “a friend stopped me in the middle of the campus to say that he had heard about it on the radio.  Instinctively, we both looked up.”

After completing school, he joined the U.S. Navy for a short time and then began serving as a reporter for McGraw-Hill Publications.  Since then, his articles have appeared in the Smithsonian, Esquire, The Nation, Town & Country, The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times, and The Washington Post.  

Dickson has written over 50 books. Some of his most popular titles aside from Sputnik are War Slang, The Hidden Language of Baseball, and Toasts.  His latest books Slang:  The Topical Dictionary of Americanisms and The Joy of Keeping Score are being published this year, 2007.

An important intellectual figure in the popular media, Dickson spent years in the archives uncovering formally classified or unnoticed material to bring out the full story of the power and meaning of Sputnik.  
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Music 

“Rockin’ Satellite”

written and performed by

Ray Sawyer

“Iguazu”

written and performed by

Gustavo Santaolalla

Courtesy Universal Music Group

Beep Beep (Here comes the satellite)

Written by

Hy Zaret and Lou Singer

Performed by

Tom Glazer and Dottie Evans

Additional music courtesy of

Ara Dinkjian

5 Alarm Music
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Extreme Music

Thomas Dolby
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