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What kind of man allows himself to be pushed, pulled, nearly suffocated, half-drowned, almost crushed, then jammed into a tiny metal sphere and hurled into space atop a rocket that has launched only small dogs before him (with a high rate of mortality)?

Modest; embarrasses when his humor gets a little too racy; high degree of intellectual development evident in Yuri; fantastic memory; distinguishes himself from his colleagues by his sharp and far-ranging sense of attention to his surroundings; a well-developed imagination; quick reactions; persevering, prepares himself painstakingly for his activities and training exercises, handles celestial mechanics and mathematical formulae with ease as well as excels in higher mathematics; does not feel constrained when he has to defend his point of view if he considers himself right; appears that he understands life better than a lot of his friends.1

Thus was Yuri Gagarin, the first human in space, described by a Soviet Air Force doctor in 1960. This was at the tail end of a rigorous, intensive selection process, and the young, easily embarrassed pilot was still at the head of the pack of twenty candidates, though not always for reasons easily quantified. He clearly had the aptitude to fly the mostly automated Vostok spacecraft and was physically fit. He was short—helpful when being jammed inside the tiny capsule—and had enough experience to demonstrate the mental fortitude required for the upcoming short flight into orbit. He was also able to endure Soviet cosmonaut training, as elaborated upon above. But there was something else hinted at as people described him…something more akin to a description that some journalist in the Capitalist West might use.

Yuri Gagarin had star power.
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Figure 1.1. Yuri Gagarin: cosmonaut tough, movie star handsome.


And what exactly is star power? We all know what it looks like—Angelina Jolie, Lady Gaga, and Brad Pitt all qualify. But plenty of other beautiful movie people do not have it—so it's not just looks. Nor is it simple intellect—witness Britney Spear's infamous quip about not wanting to visit Japan because they ate too much fish, and thinking that it was located in Africa.2 No, star power is that thing, that weird glow, that presence that some people just have. A presence that seems to suck some of the air out of every room they enter and replace it with a low, throbbing energy. Young Yuri Gagarin had that—and it was part of what propelled him into orbit.

Gagarin's origins would not have indicated that becoming the most famous man in Soviet history was an assured thing, however. Far from it. Like so many in the USSR, his family, already of very modest means when the Germans invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, had been decimated by World War Two.

Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin was born in 1934 is the small village of Klushino, about one hundred miles west of Moscow. Despite its proximity to the capital city, the Gagarins were village folk, though Yuri's mother, Anna, had metropolitan roots. Anna had grown up in St. Petersburg and was a well-read woman, a passion she passed on to young Yuri, his two brothers, and his sister. Yuri later said of his mother, “I owe her everything I have achieved in life.”3 Yuri's father could not have been more different. He was a taciturn man of humble origins who was extremely practical and wanted his son to follow him into carpentry.

Before the war the family worked on a collective farm. By the end of the conflict, the German army had crisscrossed the country. The first impact on Gagarin's village was the arrival of Russian refugees heading east; then came the retreating Red army. The Germans followed in 1942, and the family's already difficult life became far bleaker. The Gagarins were forced out of their modest home and lived the remainder of the war in a small shelter dug from the earth—a ten-foot-by-ten-foot hut made of sod and scrap lumber. The Germans sent his two older siblings to a slave labor camp in Poland, where they remained there through the end of the war, returning home only after its conclusion.

Obviously, schooling for any of the children was out of the question under such circumstances, other than what basic instruction Anna could provide under the wretched conditions. Yuri, however, remained boyishly buoyant and, when the family relocated to a village called Gzhatsk in 1946, he resumed his education under the most primitive of conditions, with a volunteer teacher instructing the children using scraps of paper and charcoal left over from the near-destruction of the city.
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Figure 1.2. The Gagarin home in Gzhatsk (now renamed Gagarin), which has since been made into a museum for Gagarin. (Courtesy of Wikimedia Creative Commons, author: Kastey, licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0.)

His father, however, was unimpressed with the idea of further education for Yuri—he wanted his son to practice a practical trade. But Yuri would not be dissuaded, and at age fifteen he left home to live with an uncle in Moscow, where he soon became an apprentice at a steel plant near the city. But while he was competent in the work, his heart was not on the ground with his co-workers, but rather in the sky. During the war, a Soviet fighter plane had crashed not far from the village, and when another plane landed to rescue the downed pilot, Yuri got his first look at the future. The pilots were impressed by Yuri's curiosity and spent time with him, even allowing him to sit in the cockpit of their plane. He never forgot the experience, and from that time on a passion for flight grew within him.

After secondary school, Yuri enrolled in a technical institute, learning, among other things, tractor repair. On the weekends, however, he was able to indulge his love for flight, training at a local flying club and learning to pilot biplanes and a single-wing trainer. After Yuri graduated from the technical institute in 1955, he was drafted into the Soviet Army and eventually sent to the First Chkalov Air Force Pilots School. Upon his graduation in 1957, he made two life decisions: first, he chose a posting with the Northern Fleet in an aviation unit near Norway, and second, he got married.

The new Mrs. Gagarin was Valentina Goryacheva. The couple met at a school dance, and, while Valentina had been seeking someone older and more sophisticated, she found Yuri to be charming, curious, and engaging. He was also self-assured, which she admired. For his part, Yuri fell for Valentina quickly. He was soon embraced by her family and he spent many happy hours reveling in their hospitality—until he took their daughter away with him to his frigid, arctic flight posting.

While settling into his new quarters—a small bachelor officer apartment he shared with his wife, as there were no units for married couples—Yuri was quite intrigued by the launch of Sputnik, the world's first satellite, which had been launched from Russian soil. Aside from his pride that the battered Soviet Union had risen from the ashes of war and accomplished this amazing feat in just over a decade, he was also impressed that spaceflight seemed to have come one giant step closer—this was, to him, a natural extension of flying. But he did not, at that time, see a place in it for him—surely men in spaceships were at least a decade away.
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Figure 1.3. Yuri Gagarin with his wife, Valentina (left), in 1966. (Courtesy of Wikimedia Creative Commons, user: Eivag333, licensed under the GNU Free Documentation License.)

In 1959, in the murk of the slowly receding arctic winter, the first of the couple's two daughters, Yelena, was born. Their second, Galina, would follow in 1961. But the life of the Gagarins would be changed by much more than mere parenthood in the intervening two years.

Later that year, groups of Soviet officials appeared, unannounced, at various air bases across the country. Pilots were taken into small rooms where they were asked many questions but given no answers to their own—something special was coming, but nobody would say what it was. At least three thousand candidates were interviewed, and that number was soon reduced to a couple of hundred, and then about 150. Select candidates were sent to Moscow for medical tests and further examination, the results of which winnowed the group down to just twenty.


The tests were similar to those being endured by American test pilots across the Atlantic, and with an identical goal—to find the best physical and mental specimens for the first human voyage into space. The process was not pleasant, as anyone who has seen The Right Stuff (or better yet, has read Tom Wolfe's excellent book) knows. The candidates underwent batteries of psychological testing, frequent blood draws, and invasive dietary restrictions. Their eyesight was thoroughly tested—color-blindness, focus, night vision, and anything else the doctors could think of was checked. The young men were placed in sealed chambers and subjected to various atmospheric pressures (simulating high altitude) and temperatures (ditto) for increasing periods of time. After these tests, a still smaller group of finalists was selected.

Yuri and his fellow remaining candidates were finally let in on the secret, but forbidden to tell anyone, including their spouses—they were being groomed to be the Soviet Union's first cosmonauts. In this, the program diverged from the US efforts substantially, where the first astronauts were soon all over the news as the “Mercury 7.”

In early 1960, the new cosmonauts were relocated along with their families to Moscow, and it was here that the most demanding part of their training would begin. While they had been subjected to arduous tests during the selection process, they would now train rigorously to become even better adapted to the expected vicissitudes of spaceflight. Physical conditioning was paramount, as was procedural training such as parachuting and flight simulation. Classes in spaceflight theory were added to the regimen, along with physical science and some medical education. It was far more preparation than they would need to complete their missions, but at the time, nobody was quite sure what would be required. As in America, the original cosmonauts were over-trained and over-conditioned. Their superiors went so far as to modify an elevator in a tall building for high-speed drops to simulate very brief periods of weightlessness and rapid slowing—a typically pragmatic (and thrifty) Russian approach to zero-g simulation. In contrast, the United States used a modified jet airliner, the “Vomit Comet,” which flew at a steep angle upward, then dived for about a half minute to offer far more convincing simulations of weightless conditions.

There was also centrifuge training to simulate the extreme gravitational forces of launch and reentry, and endless hours spent in local sports facilities for maintaining fitness. It all seemed a bit over the top to the trainees, but, with some doctors fearing that even these superb physical and psychological specimens would lose consciousness or descend into short-term insanity upon flying into space, it was considered a worthwhile effort. Nobody wanted the first spacemen to return home as gibbering lunatics—or dead. The entire enterprise was a leap into the unknown.
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Figure 1.4. Gagarin in training garb about a year before his epic flight. (Courtesy of Russian News Agency TASS.)


The training was rigorous but brief—the Soviets needed to quickly select two cosmonauts, a primary and a backup pilot, for the first flight—it was imperative to beat the Americans with a man in space.

More classroom work in astronomy, rocket and spaceflight theory and technology, geophysics, and specialized medicine, followed. Much of the study was in fields that were new and, at the time, highly theoretical, and Gagarin later said that it was “a case of the blind leading the blind.”4

Out of the twenty candidates, the two finalists were Gagarin and Gherman Titov, selected due to their performance in tests and training, as well as their physical stature. The Vostok capsule was cramped, and with Gagarin standing at five feet, two inches tall, he would fit nicely into the small ejection seat. Gagarin was also the runaway first choice by his cosmonaut comrades in a peer vote. While still only in his mid-twenties, his perseverance and tough adaptability was forged from years of hardship as a teenager and young adult, and this impressed his fellow cosmonauts.

From the Soviet leadership's perspective, it also did not hurt that Gagarin came from the humble peasant roots of collective farming—a background similar to Soviet premiere Nikita Khrushchev's. Titov had been reared in the equivalent of a middle-class environment, and in Soviet doctrine, people with “commoner” roots were preferred. Gagarin was assigned to the first flight of Vostok, with Titov as his backup and also selected for the second Vostok flight.

April 12, 1961, was Vostok 1's scheduled launch day at the Baikonur Cosmodrome Site Number 1 in southern Kazakhstan. Both Gagarin and Titov arose at 5:30 a.m. Moscow time and suited up—the politicians overseeing the flight were not taking any chances and wanted a backup pilot ready to go on a moment's notice. The pair rode in a bus to the launchpad, where the modified Soviet R-7 ICBM sat, topped by the new Vostok spacecraft, all of it held vertically by four long trusswork arms that would swing away toward the ground at the moment of liftoff. The rocket was 127 feet tall, pointing purposefully at the sky into which it would soon ascend. Gagarin thought it was a beautiful sight.


As Gagarin stood at the base of the rocket, which was already fueled and venting wispy clouds of liquid oxygen boiloff, the chief designer, Sergei Korolev, approached him. Korolev gave Gagarin a warm sendoff, telling him that he hoped to see the young man walking on the moon within a few years. Gagarin then went to the elevator, waved to the assembled technicians and officials, gave them his ten-thousand-watt smile and said, “See you soon!” and rode the elevator to the waiting Vostok capsule. He gave every appearance of a young man headed off to the market or a date with his girl, not someone attempting to create history on a very dangerous rocket.

Once inside the capsule, Gagarin's suit was hooked up to the life support system, and he went through communication checks. His call sign for the flight would be Kedr, or cedar, a tree which has a long history in Russian folklore. While the Vostok was intended to be fully automatic in operation, in an emergency the pilot would be able to override the controls. The American Mercury capsule was similar in this regard. But most cosmonauts—and astronauts—prized their training as pilots and favored manual controls whenever possible. It was a struggle that lasted throughout the Soviet program during the space race.

Gagarin chatted via radio with personnel at the control center while technicians prepared the spacecraft and dealt with a possible sealing problem with the hatch. Korolev, pacing in the control room, fretted over the coming launch—the R-7 booster (from which the Vostok booster was derived) had a roughly 50 percent success rate. By coincidence, that was about the same operational failure rate as the American Atlas missile that would later carry US astronaut John Glenn into orbit.

There was no dramatic countdown as there was in the American rocket program (a legacy of the Germans who designed the procedures used in the United States). Instead, when the clock reached the appointed time (and without any problems that would delay the launch), a button was pushed and the rocket departed. It was all much less fussy than their competitors half a world away, and usually just as effective.

At 9:07 a.m. Moscow time, twenty engines ignited at the a base of the rocket (augmented by a number of smaller, steerable rockets), the big swing arms arced free, and Gagarin was on his way amidst great gouts of smoke. As the rocket flew skyward, Gagarin said, “Poyekhali!” over the radio, an exuberant “Let's go!”

Two minutes after launch, the four side boosters fell free, and Vostok 1 continued in a curving trajectory toward orbit, lofted by its center engines.
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Figure 1.5. Vostok 1 lifts off on April 12, 1961, carried aloft by a modified R-7 ICBM booster.


A minute later the launch shroud (nose cone) split and fell away from the upper stage, exposing the Vostok spacecraft and allowing Gagarin a view through a small window. The upper stage ignited, completing the powered flight and injecting Gagarin into his one-orbit flight. Gagarin radioed down, “The flight is continuing well. I can see the Earth. The visibility is good. I almost see everything. There's a certain amount of space under cumulus cloud cover. I continue the flight, everything is good.”5

The final stage fired for about three minutes, and Gagarin said, “Zarya-1, Zarya-1, I can't hear you very well. I feel fine.” Zarya-1 was the code name of the tracking station. “I'm in good spirits. I'm continuing the flight.”6

He would soon fade from radio range. The Soviets had not yet implemented a global tracking system like the United States had designed, with dishes in various countries and at sea—for the earliest Vostok flights, all tracking stations were across the territory of Soviet Union. But the country measured over six thousand miles across, about a quarter of the Earth's circumference, so this made more sense than it might seem.

At 9:17 Moscow time, the Vostok spacecraft separated from the upper stage, and Gagarin reported that everything was proceeding as planned. He also kept up a running commentary to allay the fears of the doctors that something untoward might occur to the first human in space—“I feel splendid, very well, very well, very well.”7

About a half hour later, Gagarin reported flying into the night side of the Earth. At 10:00 a.m. Moscow time, an announcement of the successful launch and orbital flight was made by the Soviet news agency. At home, his mother wept upon hearing the news—it was the first she knew of it, as Gagarin's mission had been kept from her and even from his own wife.

Gagarin recalls being neither hungry or thirsty during the short single-orbit flight, but it was part of the assigned tasks on his checklist, so he made sure to drink some fluids—the doctors were concerned that humans might not be able to swallow in zero-g.


Throughout the flight, a TV camera aimed at him transmitted low-resolution images back to Earth, which were being watched carefully by Soviet scientists—and the CIA. Everyone wanted to see how the first human in space was faring.

About seventy-nine minutes after launch, the Vostok's automated systems aligned the spacecraft for retrofire. Small rockets would ignite to slow the craft sufficiently to allow it to fall back into the atmosphere at the proper time to land somewhere in Soviet territory. At about 10:30 the retrorockets fired as Vostok flew over the west coast of Africa. After about forty-two seconds these engines shut down, and the reentry module—the part that Gagarin was in—separated from the power and propulsion module…mostly. A small bundle of wires failed to detach, and as the capsule began descending into the atmosphere, it was dragging the larger secondary module behind it. The reentry module was spinning slowly due to drag from the trailing hardware.

This was a real danger. Although the orbital module was a sphere, unlike the cone-shaped US spacecraft, it still needed to be oriented properly to reenter safely. With the power and propulsion module still connected, it could be tugged into the wrong attitude and Gagarin could be incinerated. Gagarin was not sure what was wrong, but he knew he had problems. “The wait was terrible,” he later said, “It was as if time had stopped.”8

As the drag increased, and the high temperatures caused by friction with the ever-thickening atmosphere rose, the attaching wires melted, but not before causing some wild, sickening gyrations of Gagarin's capsule. When the wires finally parted about ten minutes after reentry, Gagarin's capsule spun free, tumbling rapidly and generating about ten g's of gravitational force. He came close to blacking out.

But Gagarin managed to remain conscious and continued trying to transmit his status to the ground. At an altitude of a bit over four miles, the hatch blew free of the capsule and the ejection seat that Gagarin was strapped into rocketed away from the Vostok. While Soviet designers knew the capsule would probably survive touchdown, the Vostok was designed to return to dry land within Soviet territory, and the impact would be a hard one. With Gagarin removed from the spacecraft, and descending with his own parachute, he would land safely about two miles from the capsule. This system was revised after the Vostok flights to a more conventional—and surely less thrilling—inside-the-spacecraft landing, cushioned by braking rockets.

Gagarin landed in rural farmland about five hundred miles southeast of Moscow. His descent was witnessed by a farmer and his daughter, who ran over to see what had come from the heavens. They were shocked at the sight of a man in a bright orange spacesuit with a bulbous sphere atop his head, and Gagarin raised a hand to them, saying, “Don't be afraid. I am a Soviet like you, who has descended from space and I must find a telephone to call Moscow!”9

In the meantime, some local boys who had seen the capsule come down with a loud thump, cautiously approached the strange ball from space, peered into the gaping hatch, and by the time officials arrived had helped themselves to some of the uneaten space food that remained inside. Boys were the same everywhere, it seemed.

Gagarin was retrieved by military recovery forces and taken to a nearby airfield where Titov and others awaited him. He spent two days in relative calm, chatting with Titov and being evaluated by doctors, then returned to Moscow, where a public relations storm was brewing. The Kremlin announced through official news channels, “This achievement exemplifies the genius of the Soviet people and the strong force of socialism.”10 While somewhat hyperbolic, it was not far from the truth.

In Moscow, throngs of people awaited his return. Gagarin had left Earth on a secret mission and returned as an international celebrity—for a time, the most famous man on the planet. It seemed that everyone wanted to touch him, to hear him utter a few words, to share in his success. He later recalled, “I was ready for the trials of outer space, but I was not prepared to meet that sea of faces.”11

Shortly after arriving in Moscow, Gagarin was being driven to Red Square, where his family, Premiere Khrushchev, and hundreds of thousands of people were waiting for a view of the first spaceman in history. And thus began his public relations campaign for the Soviet Union. It would last, in one form or another, for the rest of his too-short life.

Gagarin was just twenty-seven years old, and was instantaneously thrust into global fame. But, even without formal training in PR, he performed brilliantly, using his naturally sunny disposition and good looks to charm audiences everywhere. It was not an act—while he did tire of it over time, he felt that he owed it to his country to offer the best of himself at endless speeches, dinners, and official ceremonies. He remained humble and kept his sense of humor throughout. A few of the more taciturn American astronauts who would reach fame in the next couple of years probably envied him these abilities.

[image: images]

Figure 1.6. Gagarin's flight made headlines across the world—including in this newspaper from Huntsville, Alabama, where America's own space program was taking shape. (Courtesy of NASA.)

Gagarin did, however, suffer somewhat later that year. The pressure was getting to him, and, during a vacation in a Russian resort, he got drunk, wandered into the room of a nurse, and was still there—and somewhat indisposed—when his wife later came looking for him. Despite his months of training and having pulled off the world's first manned spaceflight with supreme calm, he panicked and jumped out of a second-story window. He was rather severely injured and was barely conscious when he was taken to a hospital.

Gagarin recovered, but he began drinking heavily, and his mood soured. He was still fulfilling his outreach duties but with less fervor than before. By 1963 he was in charge of training the cosmonauts for upcoming flights. But what he really wanted was not to be helping others to achieve this goal—though he performed that job well enough—but to be in training for another flight himself.

This was, unfortunately, not to be. The Soviet leadership wanted Gagarin to remain a national hero, a symbol of Communist genius and might, and assigning him to another spaceflight would be risky. It would be bad enough to lose any cosmonaut, but to risk losing Gagarin was unthinkable. He was the victim of his own success.

Nonetheless, by 1964, Gagarin was doing his best to prepare for the possibility of another flight assignment by studying engineering and science, subjects that many of the other cosmonauts knew much more about than he did. He managed to eventually work his way back into active cosmonaut status.

As 1966 drew to a close, the Soviet space program was about to make a major shift. The single-seat Vostok had been replaced by the larger Voskhod spacecraft, which only flew twice—first with a crew of three (to set a record for number of crew members), and later with a crew of two, one of whom would make the first spacewalk in history (setting another record for the first spacewalk). Now, as 1967 neared and with the two Voskhod flights behind them, preparations were underway to launch Russia's newest triumph, the three-seat Soyuz spacecraft that would soon carry triumphant cosmonauts to the moon.

The new spacecraft had experienced severe developmental problems, however, and the scheduled launch in April 1967 had many people deeply concerned, including the cosmonaut scheduled to fly the spacecraft, Vladimir Komarov, and his close friend Gagarin. Numerous attempts were made to tell the Soviet leadership that it was too soon; that the Soyuz was not ready for flight—it was riddled with technical problems. But the new Soviet premiere, Leonid Brezhnev, and other party hacks were unmoved. A space feat was desired for the anniversary of Lenin's birthday on April 22. The flight would take place as scheduled, despite the 230 or so faults the engineers had found with the spacecraft.

Gagarin was concerned for the life of his friend Komarov and for the program. Having gotten himself back onto active status as a cosmonaut, he began some political maneuvering to have himself assigned to the flight, saving Komarov from possible death—Gagarin knew that the Soviet leadership would never risk his own life on the flight of Soyuz 1, and that the mission would likely be delayed until the spacecraft was made safer. But Komarov refused the gesture, thanking Gagarin, and in any case the Politburo was not interested in Gagarin's concerns.

Komarov launched on April 23 and was dead within a day, killed after a trouble-filled flight that ended with his parachutes failing to open properly. This disaster stalled the development of the Soyuz, which complicated the Soviet Union's desires to beat the American Apollo lunar landing program, and also shattered Gagarin's chances for another flight assignment for good—he was officially barred from future spaceflights.

Nonetheless, Gagarin kept up his training. Whether it was to maintain the respect of the cosmonauts he oversaw, or whether it was principally to someday regain active flight status, we cannot be sure. It was probably a combination of both.

In early 1968, Gagarin completed a program at Russia's premiere aerospace training facility, the Zhukov Air and Space Defense Academy. He then decided to get requalified in modern jet fighters, which had come a long way since his earlier flight training in the late 1950s.

On March 27, 1968, Gagarin was flying with his instructor in a MiG-15 fighter as part of his flight qualification. But the weather began to worsen shortly after takeoff, and the instructor, himself a highly decorated Soviet pilot, cut the training short, heading back to the airfield after only about five minutes. But they never made it. There was a muffled boom far from the landing strip, and would-be rescuers later found the remains of the crashed MiG and the two pilots deep in the forest. A driver's license in the pocket of one of the bodies identified with certainty that it was Gagarin, and with it was a photograph of Sergei Korolev, the old chief designer who had befriended Gagarin early on, and who had died in 1966. Of this relationship between Gagarin and Korolev, a fellow cosmonaut from that early group, Boris Volynov, once said that “Korolev treated him as if he were his own son.”12

Subsequent investigation indicated that Gagarin and his instructor were trying to pull out of a sharp dive before they crashed. Speculations over what caused the dive have ranged from another aircraft that passed too close to Gagarin's MiG, misplaced weather balloons, government sabotage, and even UFOs.13 It is impossible to say with assurance which of these was the case (with the exception of the last), but we do know that something forced the MiG to lose altitude quickly enough that the pilots were unable to recover from the fatal dive.

Gagarin was thirty-four when he died, leaving behind Valentina and his and two daughters. His passing was deeply felt throughout the Soviet Union and internationally, and even the Mercury astronauts expressed heartfelt condolences for a fellow space voyager. Gagarin had accumulated a vast array of honors during his short life, including Hero of the Soviet Union, the Order of Lenin, the Hero of Socialist Labor, and well over thirty other major national awards.

Just over a year later, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin landed on the moon, effectively putting an end to Soviet efforts to win the space race. In 1971, the Apollo 15 astronauts carried to the moon a small statue called the Fallen Astronaut, and left it near their landing zone when they departed. The 3.3-inch-high aluminum sculpture was a memorial to the astronauts and cosmonauts who had died in their nations’ attempts to conquer space and reach the moon. A small plaque left nearby listed the fourteen men who had perished in spaceflight, with Gagarin's name being sixth on the list. The plaque will remain there, barring any cataclysmic events, for billions of years.
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Tipping the wing of his Vought F4U Corsair fighter, John Glenn looked back at the tiny Pacific atoll behind him where he had just dropped an incendiary bomb. The target had been a small Japanese-held town on the Jaluit Atoll in the Marshall Islands. Glenn was transfixed by the horrible beauty of the large, orange-red, expanding ball of flame that erupted on the tiny island, and horrified by the cruel, destructive effects of his deed. Napalm is a gasoline-derived jelly that sticks to anything it comes in contact with and burns furiously—a horrible way to die, he thought to himself. “Flying in combat, you don't look into the eyes of the enemy you are trying to kill,” he would later write. “But napalm was a hideous weapon, and it made you think…. We were fighting a war we hadn't started, for the survival of our country, our families, our heritage of freedom…. Using napalm did not fit with peacetime sensitivities, but peace and a return to the sensitivities that it permitted were what we were fighting to achieve.”1 It was 1944, and Glenn was well into his yearlong tour of duty as a fighter pilot in the Pacific Theater of World War Two.

Glenn was a warrior with a conscience. He was also a patriot and a realist. Staunchly religious yet deeply curious, frugal yet generous, joyful yet conservative, and a person who ultimately believed in taking full responsibility for his actions. He was truly one of the good guys, and an icon among the early astronaut corps. During his long life he steadfastly navigated the rocky shoals of warfare, spaceflight, and perhaps the most daunting undertaking of them all, politics.
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Figure 2.1. John Glenn in a F4U Corsair fighter, near the end of WWII in the Pacific theater. (Courtesy of the United States Air Force.)

Glenn was one of only two American astronauts to serve in combat in World War Two (the other was Deke Slayton). His postwar service would continue into the waning years of Republican China before the revolution that made the country staunchly Communist in 1949, and into the Korean conflict. He commanded squadrons and was hit by antiaircraft fire more than once. For his efforts he received a number of medals, including five Distinguished Flying Crosses. But these are not the measure of who Glenn was, just decorations for his valor. He was much more than just a “clean marine.”

John Herschel Glenn Jr. was born on July 18, 1921, in Cambridge, Ohio, nestled in the northwestern extreme of the Appalachian Mountains. His father was a veteran of World War One who married shortly after returning from that conflict. John Glenn Sr. had little formal education, departing school after the sixth grade. He worked at a number of jobs before becoming a plumber and moving his young family to New Concord, Ohio, where he opened a plumbing supply company. Glenn Sr. would continue turning a wrench while his wife operated the store, and this became the backdrop for John Glenn Jr.'s upbringing.

New Concord was a model of small-town America for the era, Glenn would later say, a town where “Boys learned the company of men—the way they talked and held themselves, and their concerns—at the town barbershop and hunting in the woods.”2 Glenn recalled his childhood as almost idyllic, in a way that could only happen in small town America.

By the age of eight, Glenn was already experienced in small town and country life, working hard in the family business and odd jobs, but he had not yet had a taste of life in the air. That changed one day when he accompanied his father on a plumbing job. As they drove back from the job site, his father spotted an airplane parked in a grassy field outside of town—still a rare sight in those days. He decided to stop and indulge both his own and his son's curiosity.

The craft was an old open-cockpit WACO biplane of a design that was popular as a mail-carrier and for other civilian services. The pilot was “barnstorming”—offering short rides in exchange for payment—and reminded Glenn of the dashing pilot-adventurers he saw in the Sunday comics in the newspaper. Glenn Sr. wanted a ride and told his son, “If you don't want to do it, I'm going anyway. So you better come unless you want to sit down here and watch.”3 That was all the prompting the younger Glenn needed, and he rode in his father's lap in the second cockpit. The experience transformed him. Not only had there been the adventure of doing something new and daring, the view from high in the air, and the thrill of the wind buffeting your face in the open cockpit, but there was also the newness of it—a glimpse of the future. Glenn felt something he later realized that he shared with his father—“His eagerness to experiment was one of the most important lessons of my youth,” Glenn would later recall.4

Soon, his bedroom was filled with model airplanes—not the plastic kind that dominated young people's rooms in the 1950s and beyond, but wood-and-tissue paper miniatures that were powered by a rubber-band-driven propeller. He built and flew dozens—he was, after all, growing up in Ohio, the home of the Wright Brothers, a fact he was keenly aware of throughout his youth.

Glenn was desperate to learn how to fly, but the times were not right for such undertakings. The largest financial disaster in American history, the Great Depression, was crippling the nation, and his family was feeling the pinch along with most others. Frivolous ideas such as flight instruction went out the window as Glenn pitched in to help make enough money to keep a roof over their heads. The family leased plots of land to grow their own food, and Glenn spent much of his off-hours tilling a small plot of vegetables.

Frustrated by the limitations of the era, Glenn, along with a pack of other young boys, formed a group they called the Ohio Rangers, modeled after the Boy Scouts, which did not have a presence in New Concord. They would rove beyond the town's borders and into the forests, first to hike and explore and later to hunt. They built their own camp out in the woods where they would spend weekends and summer days and nights, camping, fishing, and hiking, and learned to be independent and self-reliant. Their camp had spots for tents, and they went so far as to carry in loads of sawdust to create a “parade ground,” a standard, military fixture of the era. There, in their rude replica of a 1920s US Army base, they could stand in formation and pay homage to the American flag, which they hoisted up onto a tall sapling. Glenn even brought along a bugle to play taps as they brought the flag down in the evenings. This was a true slice of Norman Rockwell's America.

Two other huge influences were also shaping his life at the time. The first was the state fairs that his father never tired of taking him to, where Glenn was fascinated by the science exhibits put on by various schools. He endured touring the hog pens and prize cow exhibits so that he could spend time looking at science experiments. The highlight of these visits came at the 1933 Chicago World's Fair. World's Fairs were enormous affairs, with huge buildings and plazas built just for the annual event in cities all over the world. True to form, Glenn's father bundled his son and three adult friends into the family's tired Chevy convertible and headed off to Chicago to see the newest in science, technology, and aviation. The event did not disappoint, and it left a lasting impression on Glenn—the future was bright, and much of it would take place in the air.

The second influence was the love of his life, Annie Castor. Like something out of a fairytale, he met young Annie when they were both toddlers, and they were fast friends throughout their childhood. Annie was cute, athletic, musically gifted, and utterly charming in Glenn's eyes. She also had a severe stutter, something that would over time create huge social anxiety for her—she was so thwarted in her attempts to communicate that speech would often fail her altogether, and she resorted to carrying a notepad and pencil to afford communication with others. But Glenn was not bothered by this, and was smitten at an early age, to the extent that, according to him, he never looked seriously at any other girl.5

By the time Glenn was midway through high school, he had developed a strong interest in chemistry. He began spending time with a young man from the local college named Julian White. Julian was a chemistry major, and Glenn would join him at the college lab on the weekends, working with Bunsen burners to heat and form glass for experiments, and solving simple chemistry problems. It was that Glenn family curiosity at work, something that would serve him well in the future. Glenn also had a physics teacher in high school who engaged with him in ways that stimulated his interest.

Glenn went out for the football team during his freshman year, but was not as successful as he thought he might be. Being small and moderate of stature, he was destined to play center, a position that assured a solid trouncing far too often for his tastes. He moved to the basketball team, and eventually added tennis to his repertoire, as well as glee club. That last inclusion was so that he could spend time with Annie at school, and he never regretted the decision, despite occasional ribbing from the other boys.


But the Depression was still grinding on, and when he was not playing sports, Glenn spent much of his free time working with his father on plumbing projects—digging sewer line trenches and septic toilet pits. It was not work he enjoyed, but he did it alongside the other adult workers his father had hired and held his own.

The only time Glenn recalls getting really angry in this period was when he heard that a number of girls at the school were making fun of Annie and her speech impediment. “Annie's stuttering wasn't something I viewed as a problem,” he would recall. “It was just something she did, no different from some people writing left-handed and others right-handed. I thought it was cruel and thoughtless to laugh at someone for something like that…and I told them so.”6 The mocking ceased instantly.

After graduation, Glenn knew he wanted to go to college, and despite the family's limited resources, his parents supported the notion. Glenn was already feeling the pull of the road—he wanted to broaden his horizons—but an out-of-town college would cost much more than a local one, so he decided to apply to nearby Muskingum College (now Muskingum University). It was not his first choice, but between the savings in room and board by living at home, and receiving a scholarship, it was the best option.

Having enjoyed his weekend work at the college during high school, Glenn decided to major in chemistry, thinking that he might become a researcher or go to medical school. An added advantage was that Annie was already in attendance there, one class above him. He enjoyed his studies, but flying still gripped his imagination and simply would not let go—he needed to find his way into the air.

In his sophomore year, the war in Europe was heating up—Glenn was moved by the impassioned speeches of Winston Churchill as Britain struggled to repel the German invaders coming across the English Channel in waves of bomber aircraft. In the first days of a new term, right after Christmas break, Glenn saw a notice posted at school. It was from the Civilian Pilot Training Program, and Glenn could barely believe what he was reading. The program would pay for the cost of ground training and air instruction for those who qualified. To a kid raised during the Depression, this seemed almost too good to be true. The program also awarded college credit for specific aligned subjects, and upon completion you were granted a private pilot's license.

Glenn ran to the physics department, where the program was being hosted on campus, to join the program. There he discovered one additional catch—by signing up, you were assuring the government that you would be available for military flight training “when needed.” That was not a problem—a draft could be looming anyway, given how world affairs were evolving—so he signed up and was accepted within weeks.

Within a few months Glenn began the commute to the nearby airfield where the flight training would occur using a small single-engine plane called a Taylorcraft, which had all of 65 horsepower. But it was an airplane, and that was all that mattered.

Glenn excelled in the air, with an almost obsessive attention to detail and careful awareness to everything going on around him—both excellent attributes for pilots. Just weeks later he was flying solo, and by July he had his license.

That summer was all about finding ways to try and keep his hand in at the airfield. By the time his junior year loomed, however, the bad news out of Europe was casting a pall over the country. Hitler's blitzkrieg was devouring one nation after another, and the United States was becoming increasingly anxious.

A few months later, in December 1941, fate intervened to change his life forever.

Glenn was on his way to a concert in which Annie would be performing on the organ when he heard the news of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. He greeted her before the concert, and tried to enjoy her performance, but by the time it was over he could no longer hold in the news. America had suffered a sneak attack, thousands were dead or dying, and war had been declared. He knew what he had to do, and so did she.

Soon thereafter he signed up for the Army Air Corps, the precursor to the postwar air force. When an order to appear for duty didn't come in a few months, he went to the navy recruiter instead and was mustered within two weeks. He was still in his junior year at college, and would not finish his degree there—a fact that would almost kill his career as an astronaut before it began.

Training took place in Iowa City, about six hundred miles from New Concord. Glenn took every opportunity he had to see Annie, but it was a busy time and the two were separated for longer periods than ever before. Three months later he was sent to Corpus Christi, Texas, for advanced training, and the separations became almost intolerable—he wrote her letters every day.

Not long after his arrival in Texas, the itch came to swap services. While he had joined the navy because he heard that naval aviation was more challenging (and because the army had apparently overlooked him), the Marine Corps beckoned. Glenn had heard of the exploits of marine pilots in the island battles of the Pacific, and felt that that kind of flying was for him—low-level air support for your fellow marines slugging it out on the ground. He would soon be headed to the Pacific theater, but there was one more task to attend to in the United States—the girl he'd left behind.

As a newly commissioned second lieutenant, Glenn hopped onto a train to return home and marry Annie. She was still wearing a $125 ring he had purchased for her before leaving Ohio. (She never did let him replace it with a larger one.) The wedding was simple and quick, and after a very brief honeymoon the new couple was off to a short stop in North Carolina, then on to Southern California.

Once in San Diego, and later El Centro, an adjacent dusty cow town with a Marine Corps Air Station, Glenn spent time in multiengine planes, then transitioned to single-engine fighters, and life got more exciting. Then, in early 1944, it was time to ship out.

He was sent to Hawaii for more training, and was then assigned to Midway Atoll, a tiny island in the mid-Pacific tenuously held by the United States. After a few months, he was sent to the Central Pacific, where he was stationed on Majuro Atoll in the Marshall Islands, only recently wrested from the Japanese. It was the summer of 1944.


The flying was always exciting, nerve-wracking at times, and occasionally very dangerous. All combat aviation is risky, but flying close air support as opposed to, say, high-altitude bombing, was some of the most dangerous. Glenn's first assignment was to fly “flak suppression.” The idea was to fly in to an enemy-held island low, firing the wing-mounted machine guns as you went along to keep their heads down. This allowed the bombers or dive bombers above you to do their work relatively unscathed—you had not only “suppressed” the antiaircraft fire, but often had been one of the first targets of the enemy as well. Glenn lost his first friend to this type of combat on his first day in the war—his wingman was shot down and never seen again.

Glenn spent a year in the Marshall Islands, flying in support roles and direct attacks on nearby islands where the Japanese were fighting to save their empire. It was during this time that he had his first brush with death: while dropping bombs at low altitude over Nauru, a Japanese-held atoll, an antiaircraft shell punched through a wing of his Corsair fighter. He was not injured, and the plane made it back to the base, but he became acutely aware of his mortality in that attack.

Toward the end of his year-long duty in the Pacific, Glenn was introduced to napalm bombing. In their first experience with it, his squadron incinerated a small Japanese-held town on Jaluit Atoll. “A napalm attack had a horrible beauty…one of the most eerie, awesome and sobering I had ever seen,” he would later say. “We routinely used napalm in areas where intelligence thought there were a lot of people. It was terrible to think what it was like on the ground in the middle of those flames.”7

After his tour he returned to the United States, and was stationed at the Patuxent River Naval Air Test Center, where as a seasoned combat veteran he would wring out new airplane designs. Glenn and his comrades flew the new fighters flat-out for hours, ironing out any bugs they could. He remained on this duty—with a brief transfer to another Corsair squadron that included the possibility of being shipped out to support the invasion of Japan—until the atomic attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki brought an end to the war.


Glenn had seen the world and sampled the excitement and horror of war—somehow, New Concord was just too small for him to return to. He considered various ways of making a living, but in the end, after consulting with Annie, he decided to stay in the Marine Corps.

After the birth of his first child—a son—in 1946, Glenn was sent to China. The postwar partnership between the US-supported Republican China under Chiang Kai-Shek and the Communists under Mao Zedong had unraveled instantly after the defeat of Japan. Glenn and his squadron would be in China for just a few months, it was thought, backing up the negotiations between the two sides by staging a show of strength for the Nationalists. It didn't work, and the Communists took control of the country in 1949—an event that left a lasting impression on him.

Glenn was briefly reunited with his family in Guam—he and Annie now had a second child, a daughter—then headed back to the United States. A variety of assignments awaited him there, none particularly interesting, but then war broke out in Korea. That war, for those in the air, would be fought in jets.

This represented a whole new world in aerial combat. Instead of flying at what used to seem a brisk 300 miles per hour, the new jet fighters were traveling at 600 mph. Glenn was a flight instructor in the United States at this time, watching the developments unfurl across the Pacific carefully. In February 1953, he was sent into combat again.

While in Korea, Glenn continued to write to Annie, and now to his children as well. One example, included in his memoir, was sent on the occasion of his daughter's sixth birthday, and the letter is typical John Glenn. After talking about what he had seen in Korea—all the injustice, the poverty, and the depredations he attributed to Communism, he expanded the conversation to encompass the Soviet
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