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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			THE THIRTEEN AMERICAN WOMEN PILOTS WHO PASSED THE PHYSICAL tests for astronauts at the legendary Lovelace Foundation never identified themselves by a group name while they were undergoing the exams in 1960 and 1961. Dr. W. Randolph Lovelace II, who earlier had administered the same physical tests to the Mercury 7 male astronauts, did not assign a project name to the women’s secret testing program. The first woman to undergo the tests, Jerrie Cobb, later referred to the women as F.L.A.T.s (Fellow Lady Astronaut Trainees), but the other women disliked the name, and it did not stick. The fact that the group never took on a collective name contributed to its historical invisibility. More than thirty years after their testing, media attention—triggered largely by John Glenn’s second launch into space—revived interest in the thirteen women and the role they played in the history of U.S. space flight. In editorials, a television documentary, NASA resources, library archive references, and citations from professional organizations such as Women in Aviation, International, the women began to be called “the Mercury 13.” It is the name most frequently used now to refer to the women and the one most of them prefer.
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			FOREWORD
BY LYNN SHERR

			AT PRECISELY 7:33 A.M. ON JUNE 18, 1983, A BRIGHT FLORIDA MORNING with a radiant sun, the space shuttle Challenger was lifted off the launchpad on a white-hot surge of rocket power. Officially, it was STS-7, the seventh trip for the nation’s two-year-old space shuttle system, itself a pioneering program. But for most of the folks who were watching that day, Challenger’s mission represented something far more revolutionary: the first flight of an American woman into space. Sally K. Ride carried the dreams of her earthbound sisters with grace and good humor. As the shuttle shot skyward with a force far beyond that of any amusement park ride, she immediately connected to Americans everywhere by radioing her counterpart back in Houston: “Have you ever been to Disneyland? This is definitely an E ticket”—in other words, the hottest ride of all.

			As I anchored the launch for ABC News that morning, I, too, felt a special sense of pride. It wasn’t just that one of us was up there, or that there were five more women astronauts in the wings. It was also my satisfaction that both the spirit and the substance of America’s manned space program had changed irrevocably. NASA had finally gotten it right.

			Later, I felt even better. Eager to share the excitement, I had invited my sister and my mother to the Kennedy Space Center to see the launch, and when we finally hooked up after the day’s news had settled down, they were glowing. “Fabulous,” said my sister excitedly, having seen such things only on television up until then. My mother, who was about to be eighty, put it all together: “I’ve seen the horse and buggy. I’ve seen the car and the train and the airplane. And now this. Perfect.”

			It was all perfect—the mission, the leap into equality, the giddy sense of accomplishment for the entire nation. As for the star of the show—the very private but very cool astronaut who had become a close friend—Sally told me in an interview before she left, “I do feel under some pressure not to mess up.” She did not. In fact, Sally became the most famous person in the world for the next few weeks, as little girls in droves decided to become astronauts.

			Today, three decades later, thirty-six more women have flown on American shuttles, doing virtually everything their male counterparts have done in the vacuum of space. They have donned special suits for space “walks,” they have manipulated the robot arm, and they have launched satellites. Shannon Lucid set an endurance record on the space station, Mir. Eileen Collins became the first female shuttle pilot in 1995. Five years later, she slid over to the vaunted left-hand seat and became the shuttle’s first female commander. Commander. That’s the job that used to belong only to men with “the right stuff,” spiritual descendants of Flash Gordon and Captain Kirk who’d challenged gravity as test pilots and defied the odds as fighter pilots. Now women were part of the club. As of this writing, thirty women are in the astronaut corps, nearly one fifth of the total.

			A more sobering indication that women are achieving parity is a sad one: four women have given their lives for the program—Judy Resnik and Christa McAuliffe on Challenger in 1986, and Kalpana Chawla and Laurel Clark on Columbia in 2003. Their deaths were no more and no less heartbreaking than those of their male colleagues, but I was especially touched after the Challenger explosion when Anna Fisher, a physician who had joined the program with Resnik and Ride as one of the original NASA women, told me, “I’m really going to miss Judy. I’m going to miss getting to have a reunion when we’re all eighty years old.”

			That she could have even imagined a reunion illustrates the point about women in space today: we take it for granted that women will fly, and perhaps die, in space. And it didn’t used to be that way at all.

			Before I started covering NASA in 1980, there were few female reporters, fewer female NASA managers, and no female American astronauts. Space, like almost everything else in American society, was a men’s club—run by, for, and with men. The arguments that preserved that exclusivity were the same tired excuses that once kept us from practicing medicine, running corporations, playing tennis for big money, and casting a ballot. Women were too weak, too emotional, too, well, womanly, to participate. And, of course, they simply weren’t qualified.

			As Martha Ackmann points out definitively in the pages that follow, that judgment was categorically wrong in this case, as in so many others. The Mercury 13 women were not only dedicated and determined, they were enormously talented. To read about their accomplishments and to discover their passion to fly is to recognize an incredible lost opportunity by the United States government. And they weren’t anomalies. There were plenty of qualified females out there, if anyone had taken the time to find and trust them. At the same time, it is both amusing and depressingly familiar to learn that these gifted pilots, charting the skies and scrounging their planes, had to keep their noses powdered and their hemlines straight to impress the world. Some things never change.

			Equally astounding is to learn about the men. Not only that so many were so derisive—some might say threatened—at the thought of mere women on the frontier, but that so many took up the cause with such energy. By identifying these supporters and chronicling their activities, Ackmann has given us a new pantheon of heroes.

			Every time we turn a page in social history, someone comments that the barriers have fallen for eternity, there’s no turning back and that women (or whoever) have won, and the battle is over. Maybe. Whatever happens to the U.S. space program—and I suspect there are some vast changes coming up—I think the presence of women is assured. But they’re still a minority. And anyway, I think there are always new envelopes to push.

			For example, on the wall of my office is a framed certificate, fading now after the glow of too many sunsets. It’s my official recognition as a semifinalist in NASA’s Journalist-in-Space program, a short-lived effort with the very sensible goal of putting one of us into the shuttle. I was one of forty who made it to that stage—just before the explosion of the Challenger abruptly ended the competition. I still think a reporter should go into space, and I’d still volunteer. If not me, another woman. Or even a man. We can afford to be generous when the doors finally open.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Space Fever

			JERRIE COBB REACHED DOWN AND PULLED THE HEAVY LAYERS OF arctic clothing over her navy blue linen dress. Already the temperature on the airport tarmac that afternoon in June 1957 was a steamy ninety degrees. The shy, soft-spoken young pilot did not mind the heat nearly as much as she minded the reporters who crowded around her. She disliked all the attention and being forced to answer questions such as why she needed warm clothing for her attempt at a new altitude record. Cobb had trouble putting her thoughts into words and knew reporters found her not as quotable as they would like. The questions were predictable. “Are you frightened, Miss Cobb, about trying to break the world record?” “How cold will it get up there?” “Why does a pretty young girl like you want to spend her time around the dirt and grime and noise of airplanes?” “What about boyfriends? Are you more afraid of dating than flying six miles up?” Cobb paused before answering and patiently tried to explain why flying was more important than anything else in her life. It was always difficult for her to describe how content she felt when she was alone in an airplane. She realized her words sounded flat and could never express the genuine passion she felt for flying. It was easier to keep her personal feelings hidden and focus instead on what she wanted to accomplish that day. Her goal, Cobb told the reporters, was to the break the current world altitude record for lightweight aircraft. Since Oklahoma was celebrating its semicentennial, she wanted to use her skills as a pilot to set world records for the Sooner State. Aero Design and Engineering, an Oklahoma City–based aviation company, had been eager to sponsor Cobb and lend her its new twin-engine airplane for the record-breaking flight. It was good publicity, especially after Cobb used one of their planes to break the world record for nonstop long-distance flying—from Guatemala City to Oklahoma City—just five weeks earlier. Today Cobb would push the Aero Commander beyond the highest altitude it had ever achieved. It was a risky proposition. Test pilots had flown the plane to 27,000 feet. Cobb was hoping for 30,000. Her parents just hoped that she could avoid a fatal stall.

			Cobb excused herself from the clutch of reporters to concentrate on her final checklist. She had been up since daylight to smoke the barograph drums. Taking a stick of camphor, Cobb had held it near the barograph, coating the surface with dusky smoke. The sharp point of a stylus would scratch through the soot to register her precise altitude. To prepare her lungs for the thin air of the upper atmosphere and wash out nitrogen in her system, she breathed 100 percent oxygen for two hours before the flight. She walked around the aircraft, examining the plane’s hinges, vertical stabilizer, and rudder, and got down on her knees to check the tire pressure. She lowered the plastic fuel sampler and studied the color of the fuel, checked it for sediment, and smelled its sharp, pungent odor. Standing nearby, Cobb watched as officials from the National Aeronautic Association certified the official scales and confirmed the Commander’s weight class. Cobb kept any concerns about the dangers of high-altitude flying to herself. She knew that at several miles up and at high accelerations, breathing became difficult, vision was impaired, and a pilot could faint. She had been told about the terrifying slump toward unconsciousness: first color would disappear from one’s vision, turning everything gray, then sight would shrink to a narrow tunnel, and, finally, all would go dark. Cobb knew she would be needing oxygen bottles in the unpressurized cockpit above 12,500 feet in order to maintain consciousness. She also knew that—as absurd as it seemed—she had to worry about her appearance as well. Unspoken social customs for women pilots dictated that she wear a dress and high heels under her protective clothing. Everyone expected women pilots to look like fashion models when they stepped out of a cockpit, even if they had been up all night working on engines with their arms covered in grease. When she realized she had forgotten a mirror and would need one for retouching her makeup before she landed, Cobb accepted a small compact from a bystander. Then she climbed into the cockpit and, alone at last, kicked off her high heels.

			Cruising to normal altitude, Cobb looked below to the flat Oklahoma prairie and at the sky all around her. She always thought the sky looked bluer when she was actually in it than it did from the ground. She pitied people who spent their entire lives earthbound. They were missing quite a show, she thought. As the Aero Commander rose to 27,000 feet, Cobb could feel the strain on the aircraft and her own body. Every hundred feet meant that both the plane’s engine and her breathing were more labored. Cobb breathed from an oxygen bottle and lifted the Commander’s nose upward. One more foot, two more feet, she seemed to tell the plane, keeping her eye on the altimeter’s needle. The higher she flew, the colder it became in the cockpit. At thirty degrees below zero, the windshield slicked over with ice and the instruments inside became frosted. Flying as much by touch and instinct as by instrument, Cobb continued to push upward almost inch by inch. That was when the beeping started. The stall indicator triggered its alarm. The closer together the beeps were, the nearer Cobb was to a stall. She could either lower the nose to avoid a shutdown, or keep listening to the interval between beeps and praying she had time to climb a few more feet for the world record. Cobb eased the plane upward as images of disaster crowded her mind. If the engine stalled, the Commander would plummet in an unrecoverable spin, faster and faster, wings and tail shearing off in a fatal dive to the ground. Cobb listened to the beeps. Was there just enough time between them to raise the nose once more? Could she gain the remaining altitude for the record? Cobb adjusted the fuel flows and pulled upward. She looked at the altimeter, bouncing higher and higher, 28,000 feet, 29,000 feet, 30,000 feet. At 30,330 feet, the Commander started to shudder, but Cobb almost smiled. She had clinched the world record.

			As Cobb guided the plane down, warmer air began to melt the icy windows, and she breathed more easily, as much from relief as from altitude. Floating down from the clouds, she saw the crowd waiting for her at the airport below. Now comes the hard part, she thought. World record behind her, it was time to smooth her blond ponytail, put on lipstick, squeeze her feet into high heels, and start talking.1*1

			Although talking did not come easily to Jerrie Cobb, the press attention greeting her at the airport should have felt routine by now. At twenty-six, she had been making headlines for years. She was the only woman in the United States to have ferried military surplus aircraft to countries in South America, Europe, and Asia. She could tell dramatic stories of flying solo over the jagged Andes, hopping a ride on banana boats after emergency landings, and sleeping in less-than-hospitable surroundings with her pistol nearby. An air-race competitor in women’s cross-country and international derbies and now a world record holder, Cobb was reaching the goals that every topflight pilot, man or woman, wanted to attain. More than anything, a great pilot wanted to go “higher, faster, and farther”—the four words were considered a champion’s credo. Some people joked that Cobb, with her two new world records, was becoming the country’s best Cold War weapon. When she entered the record books the previous month by breaking the nonstop long-distance mark, people in Oklahoma City pointed out that a local girl in a local plane beat a world record held by a male Russian pilot flying a Soviet Yak II aircraft. Jerrie Cobb seemed to be single-handedly winning aviation contests against the Rus-sians—“Sooner-Soviet air competitions” one newspaper reporter called them.2

			Cobb had gone both higher and farther and had the world records to prove it. There was one record left to complete her aviation hat trick—the world record for speed. Setting off before a cheering crowd of 7,500 at the Las Vegas World Congress of Flight in 1959, Cobb raced the clock over Reno, San Francisco, and San Diego and back to Las Vegas in another twin-engine Aero Commander. Representatives from the National Aeronautic Associa-tion and the Fédération Aéronautique Internationale of Paris, the official authority on aviation world records, timed her flight and took two sealed boxes from her plane after she landed for shipment to the U.S. Bureau of Standards for speed verification. When the results came back, Cobb had secured a third world record, surpassing another male Russian pilot as the holder of the light plane speed record.3

			Cobb had already been named the 1959 “Woman of the Year in Aviation” by the Women’s National Aeronautical Association and “Pilot of the Year” by the National Pilots Association. When she came home after her third world record, the chief of flight operations at Oklahoma’s Tinker Air Force Base said that Jerrie Cobb’s records beating the Russians ranked in importance to military victories. The Oklahoma City Chamber of Commerce president agreed. “Miss Cobb,” he said, “seems to be taking records away from the Russians. Maybe she could help President Eisenhower.”4

			Escalating Cold War hostilities and Dwight Eisenhower’s apparent nonchalance about Soviet achievement in space were very much on the mind of the American public. Just months after Cobb set the altitude record, the unearthly beep of Russia’s first satellite, Sputnik, shocked a sleepy nation, shook it awake, and forever linked the military objectives of the Cold War with space exploration. Within hours after its launch, the satellite’s beep was picked up by shortwave radio operators and recorded for broadcast over television and radio stations in the United States. Listeners found the sound, so far away from Earth, both thrilling and terrifying. If Communists were moving into outer space, they could dominate the rest of the world as well. It seemed as though President Eisenhower was the only American who did not initially understand the military, scientific, or cultural significance of Sputnik’s chirp.*2 “The Russians have only put one small ball in the air,” he said.5 Others disagreed. The Democratic governor of Michigan, G. Mennan Williams, went so far as to compose a poem to Eisenhower’s golf-playing detachment:

			 

			Oh little Sputnik, flying high

			With made-in-Moscow beep,

			You tell the world it’s a Commie sky

			And Uncle Sam’s asleep.

			 

			You say on fairway and on rough

			The Kremlin knows it all,

			We hope our golfer knows enough

			To get us on the ball.6

			 

			Sputnik’s launch prompted the United States to reevaluate its presumed world superiority in education, industry, and defense. Teachers reexamined what U.S. schoolchildren were learning and were appalled to discover how far behind the nation’s students were in mathematics and science. American scientists studied the gap between Soviet and U.S. technological achievements and were equally frustrated to find their accomplishments lagging. Record-setting pilots such as Jerrie Cobb realized that “higher, faster, and farther” now meant something totally different since a satellite had been launched. Flying in outer space became the new frontier for top-flight pilots. But beating the Russians in spaceships was nothing like beating them in airplanes. Cobb realized that an individual pilot’s determination and skill were not enough to outpace the Soviets in space. That competition would take a national effort, millions of dollars, thousands of hands, and one sophisticated spacecraft.

			Even President Eisenhower had to agree that the United States was in second place in space. In an effort to address the national concern, he signed into law in 1958 the National Aeronautics and Space Act, creating the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). Although the U.S. Air Force, Army, and Navy had all jockeyed for control of the space agency, Eisenhower decided NASA would be under civilian rather than military control and gave the new federal agency a broad mandate to challenge the Soviets in aerospace superiority. With a high-profile charge, the young federal space agency faced myriad challenges, including fundamental questions about what its top priority should be. Scientists within the organization argued that NASA should emphasize the acquisition of scientific and technical knowledge. Spaceflight, they said, should not be focused on meaningless races in which finishing first was the only goal. It did not matter to them if the United States launched the first satellite or even the first living creature—man, woman, dog, or chimpanzee. Such competitions were better suited for athletic fields and obscured the more important scientific objectives of spaceflight. Others, however, both within and outside NASA, saw space exploration as connected to larger national and even international objectives. Successfully launching a spacecraft vividly demonstrated a country’s accomplishment and brought it worldwide prestige. Space launches were dramatic, captivating the public’s attention with their suspense and spectacle. Thunderous noise, bright fists of flame, sleek rockets rising higher and higher into the sky—the images were tailor-made for the new medium of television. Viewers felt a personal connection and a sense of national pride when rockets lifted off from what seemed like their very living rooms.

			Indeed, for the general public, the idea of beating the Russians by launching a man into space seized their attention in ways that sending up an unmanned missile for scientific purposes did not. But who would be that first man in space? Eisenhower initially believed that astronauts should come from a variety of professions—arctic explorers, mountain climbers, meteorologists, flight surgeons, deep-sea divers. People with a wide range of abilities and perspectives would enhance space exploration, he thought. But the President changed his mind. In late 1958 he decided that NASA should narrow the field and choose astronauts from the ranks of military jet test pilots, a field that barred women and included few minority men. The shift in Eisenhower’s thinking reflected the urgency he felt for launching a U.S. manned space program before the Soviets had a chance. His decision also was informed by his experience, respect for military protocol, and the advice of NASA officials. Dr. T. Keith Glennan, NASA’s first administrator, argued that his own years in the service had convinced him that military jet test pilots would make the best astronaut candidates. Men who flew for the military were already admired for their skill, experience, and courage, he said. Why open up the selection process to anyone else when it would be more efficient to survey a smaller, recognizable group instead? Glennan presented his case to the President and “got it cleared in five minutes,” he later recalled.7 The quick decision made in the White House that day set into motion a series of extraordinary events that would soon make history. Eisenhower’s verdict also perpetuated another kind of history, a legacy of exclusion. In opting for the fast and the familiar, the President placed expedience ahead of equity and did not adequately consider whether his judgment compromised fundamental principles of democracy. It never occurred to Eisenhower or Glennan that someone other than white men might also have the desire and the ability to fly in space.

			When the call for astronaut candidates went out to the military, not every jet test pilot was interested. Some pilots at Edwards Air Force Base, for example, saw themselves as doing more important work than the astronauts would be required to do. Sitting in a space capsule was not flying, they said. It was riding. As test pilots they made life-and-death decisions daily, flying by instinct and experience. They certainly did not want engineers calling the shots for them. Some pilots called the future astronauts “guinea pigs,” “Spam in a can,” nothing more than “subjects” inserted into a capsule and told by men with slide rules not to touch anything. Even chimpanzees were being discussed as NASA’s first live cargo. Many hotshot test pilots did not want to be equated with a chimp, no matter how exciting the launch might be. It did not help matters that the man who had broken the sound barrier, the most celebrated American pilot of all, Chuck Yeager, mocked the astronauts by saying that before they could fly, they would have to sweep monkey shit off the seat of the space capsule.8

			In April 1959, the American public got its first look at the seven young men who would propel the country into the manned space race. “The nation’s Mercury astronauts,” Keith Glennan announced with great fanfare, as the NASA press conference erupted in applause and photographers rushed to the front of the room for closeups.9 Malcolm Scott Carpenter; Leroy G. Cooper, Jr.; John H. Glenn, Jr.; Virgil I. “Gus” Grissom; Walter M. Schirra, Jr.; Alan B. Shepard, Jr.; and Donald K. “Deke” Slayton—they were as all-American as a John Philip Sousa march, smiling, crew-cut, stand-up-and-salute soldiers from small towns across the country. Between the ages of thirty-two and thirty-seven, they were the shining embodiments of their middle-class, white, Protestant backgrounds. Reporters immediately wanted to know everything about them: why did they want to go into space; what did their wives think of their dangerous work; how did their religious beliefs square with the idea of spaceflight; who would be the first one to be launched? Also seated on the dais that day were two other men, just as eager to talk about the Mercury program as the seven astronauts. Dr. W. Randolph Lovelace II, chairman of NASA’s Life Sciences Committee, and Brigadier General Donald Flickinger of the Air Force helped design the medical testing procedures for the astronaut candidates that took place at the Lovelace Foundation in Albuquerque and at the Wright Air Development Center’s (WADC) Aeromedical Laboratory at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton. They played a central role in selecting the Mercury 7. The fifty-one-year-old Lovelace, an engaging and well-respected man, knew his astronaut tests had been formidable. “I just hope they never give me a physical examination,” he joked, glancing at the astronauts with a wink. “It’s been a rough, long period that they have been through. I can tell you that you pick highly intelligent, highly motivated and intelligent men, and every one is that type of person. . . . I can tell you that I am very, very thrilled that we have had a part in the program.”10

			What Dr. Lovelace did not say at that moment was that he and Flickinger were interested in testing women for potential spaceflight and had a hunch that females might offer some advantages over males as astronauts. They wondered if women’s lower body weight, for example, would make them better human cargo for American rockets, which were having a difficult time lifting heavier payloads. Every pound in the spacecraft necessitated more booster power. Greater human weight also required a greater oxygen supply and more food. If the weight of the space capsule could be reduced even slightly by using a lighter astronaut, the ability to boost the capsule would be less of a concern. Lovelace and Flickinger were also curious to determine whether women could measure up to the same demanding physical standard that the Mercury astronauts established. Were women physically weaker, less resilient, less capable of dealing with isolation, stress, and danger? Lovelace and Flickinger were reluctant to accept general assumptions about women’s inferiority and wanted to scientifically evaluate women and compare their data to the men’s. As scientists intimately connected to the international community, they also knew that the Soviets were already discussing the possibility of women astronauts. Some rumors coming out of Moscow suggested that Russia might even launch a woman in their first orbital spaceflight, and everyone believed the first human mission was imminent. At the very least, Lovelace and Flickinger wanted to test one woman on the same medical trials the seven Mercury astronauts just had completed under their supervision at Wright-Patterson and the Lovelace Foundation. If a single woman test subject did well, perhaps others would also. They just needed to find the right volunteer. For them, an exceptional woman pilot would make the ideal candidate.

			Within the months following the astronaut press conference, the seven Project Mercury astronauts became national celebrities. Life magazine began telling their personal stories in glossy photo essays about their families and rigorous NASA training. They were young, energetic, skilled, and attractive and fit the prevailing hero mold in every way, including their appetites for anything fast. Although the public looked upon some of the astronauts as cocky—even a little reckless—with their Corvettes, Austin Healys, and rumors about extramarital affairs, they seemed to excuse these foibles as being those of red-blooded American boys. The astronauts’ wives became well known, too, and their images were required to fit another, equally familiar mold. Life featured the women in staged photographs listening to their husbands’ stories of the space capsule training, keeping their husbands company as they did their astronaut homework, or being tutored in golf so that they could play with their husbands. The message the photographs conveyed was that women always watched, waited, helped, and learned from men. A Life caption perfectly captured the passive role society expected women to play when it described three astronaut wives as trying out facials “to pass the time.”11

			When voters elected John F. Kennedy in 1960, many looked to the new chief executive as another vigorous man of action who could propel the country beyond the Russians, making the United States preeminent in the world and in space. Kennedy knew he had to clean house at NASA, bring in his own administrator, and set new priorities. Already Eisenhower’s NASA chief, T. Keith Glennan, had announced his resignation, exhausted from constantly reassuring the public that the United States was doing its best to beat the Soviet Union. The criticism over NASA’s ineptitude when it came to launching rockets had skewed into ridicule. So many rockets ended up exploding on the launch pad that they earned sarcastic nicknames. The Navajo became the “Never Go.” Snark missiles that frequently ended up in the waves off the Atlantic caused “Snark-infested waters.” The old Cape Canaveral joke seemed sickeningly apt. “You know how children at Cape Canaveral learn to count, don’t you?” the joke went. “Five, four, three, two, one, damn it!” Even the astronauts themselves had reasons to doubt NASA’s ability. John Glenn never forgot the spring night in 1959 when NASA brought the newly selected astronauts to the cape to witness an Atlas launch for the first time. The seven men stared at the gantry holding the missile as the countdown reached zero, the engines ignited, and the rocket rose and then exploded. They stood still as debris rained over the ocean, soberly aware of the personal risks they soon would be taking. Not a word was spoken until Alan Shepard attempted some dark humor. “Well, I’m glad they got that out of the way,” he said.12

			Kennedy knew that the jokes about NASA’s incompetence had to stop, and he needed to find an energetic leader for the space agency who could turn things around and give the country reason to believe the United States could beat the Russians in outer space. He also needed a man who could negotiate the festering administrative problems that consumed NASA—battles among scientists, politicians, and the military about who would control the space agency and what missions should come first. But Kennedy’s staff could not find a man who was right for the job or who was willing to take it. They had crossed off a dozen men from the list of possibilities before the head of the Senate’s space committee suggested James Webb of Oklahoma.13 Known as an efficient administrator, Webb had served as President Harry Truman’s director of the Bureau of the Budget and later worked as undersecretary of state. When he left Washington and moved west to work in the oil industry, Webb plunged into a variety of statewide efforts to promote science education and bring aerospace business to Oklahoma. He urged leaders of the state to look to the future and develop Oklahoma by emphasizing aviation and space rather than clinging to its cowboy past.14 Kennedy liked what he heard.

			On a snowy January afternoon, a few days after John Kennedy had been sworn in as President, Jerrie Cobb sat down next to James Webb for a Chamber of Commerce luncheon in Oklahoma City honoring the state’s leaders in the aerospace industry.15 One could not tell by looking at her quiet demeanor, but Cobb was sitting on secrets. After a chance meeting with Dr. Lovelace and General Flickinger just months after the press conference introducing the Mercury 7 astronauts, Cobb became a test subject at the Lovelace Foundation. Lovelace and Flickinger had found their exceptional female pilot. When Lovelace later revealed the astonishing results of Cobb’s test scores at a scientific conference in Stockholm, reporters began calling Cobb’s parents in the middle of the night, trying to track down the taciturn young woman the media instantly dubbed “America’s first woman astronaut.” The past year had been a whirlwind for Cobb and now she held another confidence. Dr. Lovelace had just begun to test twelve more women pilots and she had helped select them. The first candidate had already arrived in Albuquerque at the Lovelace Foundation and more women would soon follow that spring and summer. All the women had been pledged to secrecy, but Cobb knew their identities and she considered them exceptional pilots and ideal test subjects. There were identical twins from California, Jan and Marion Dietrich; the youngster, twenty-two-year-old Mary Wallace “Wally” Funk from Taos, New Mexico; the owner of a flight operation in Michigan, Bernice “B” Steadman; the Air Force Reserves officer from Akron, Jean Hixson; the flight instructor from Georgia, Myrtle Cagle; the engineer from Kansas City, Sarah Gorelick; the executive pilot from Houston, Rhea Hurrle; the forest service pilot from Chicago, Irene Leverton; the aviation instructor from the University of Oklahoma, Gene Nora Stumbough; the sassy air-race competitor from Dallas, Geraldine “Jerri” Sloan; and the U.S. senator’s wife from Michigan, Jane “Janey” Hart.16

			As Jerrie Cobb made idle conversation with James Webb at the luncheon’s head table, she hoped he wouldn’t ask her about the New Mexico tests. The day before, The New York Times had printed a brief article reporting that twelve unnamed women were undergoing astronaut exams. Cobb did not want to be asked about the women’s identities or any other details that would wind up in another newspaper.17 But Webb did not have as much time to talk with Cobb as he expected. While luncheon dishes were being cleared, he received a phone call from the science adviser to President Kennedy. Webb left the dais, walked out of the room, and took the call. What he heard surprised him. Kennedy wanted him in Washington immediately to discuss with Vice President Lyndon Johnson the prospect of taking over leadership of NASA. Though flattered, Webb was cautious, thinking that a scientist would be better suited for the job. The White House persisted and Webb finally agreed to fly out to Washington that evening. Webb hung up the phone and returned to his seat next to Jerrie Cobb. Staring at the desserts in front of them, both Cobb and Webb tried not to divulge their space secrets.18

			After meeting with Johnson and Kennedy, James Webb surprised himself by reversing his initial impulse about the job. “I never said no to any President,” he said.19 Within moments of Webb’s acceptance, Kennedy shuttled Webb to his press secretary and then disappeared to prepare his first State of the Union address to be delivered that evening. Standing before the White House press corps, perhaps a little stunned by the sheer speed of the decision, Webb greeted reporters as President Kennedy’s nominee for NASA administrator. As soon as he was able to get to a phone, Webb called his wife with the news. The radio was on, she told him, and she had just heard the announcement.20

			That evening, with only ten days as President behind him, Kennedy delivered his State of the Union address. It was the young president’s opportunity to separate himself from the previous administration, to take bold strides and claim new ground. What he had learned in the last week and a half was “staggering,” the President admitted, and there were reasons for the nation to be both optimistic and concerned. The economy, defense, even the exploration of outer space needed aggressive action, he declared. While the United States was leading the Soviets in scientific research of the solar system, Kennedy said, the Russians were ahead in building powerful rockets capable of hoisting a man into orbit. To those who were listening carefully, Kennedy’s news about the space program did not arouse much enthusiasm. Leading the world in scientific research was not half as thrilling as being poised to launch a man into orbit. It was like saying the United States was ahead in chalkboard equations while the Soviets were practically counting down to blastoff.21

			Russia would launch a manned space capsule even sooner than Kennedy imagined. Telephones started ringing on Capitol Hill at 3 A.M. on April 12, 1961, as word came from Russia that Major Yuri Gagarin had orbited the earth. When reporters wanted a response from NASA, they called the “Voice of Mercury Control,” John “Shorty” Powers, and found that he was still in bed. “We’re all asleep down here,” Powers confessed.22 Brigadier General Flickinger was in the midst of a press briefing at Cape Canaveral when he was handed a note. “They’ve got a man in orbit,” he quietly told the group.23 Within a matter of hours, President Kennedy’s honeymoon with Congress came to an abrupt halt. People wanted answers. Pennsylvania Representative James G. Fulton argued that the United States simply was not working hard enough to send a man into space. “I am getting awfully tired of the Mother Hubbard approach of ‘Tie your apron up after the Russians do it.’ All you have to do is put a little overtime on and go around the clock on some of these programs instead of knocking off at 5 o’clock. I think we in the United States should stand the expense of it and put some overtime in on this and pay for it.”24 Fulton’s exasperation spoke for many Americans: it was time to dig in and get to work.

			President Kennedy held a news conference a few hours later and reporters immediately asked if the United States could catch up to the Russians, much less surpass them in the space race. He curled his hand into a fist and thumped the podium twice, making sure everyone—perhaps no one more than himself—understood the reality of the situation. “The news may be worse before it gets better, and it will be some time before we catch up. . . . We are, I hope, going to go in other areas where we can be first and which will bring perhaps more long-range benefits to mankind. But here we are behind.” The President fidgeted with the papers in front of him, stammered a bit, and concluded, “I do not regard the first man in space as a sign of the weakening of the free world.”25

			That evening CBS interrupted its regular broadcast of Malibu Run to present an hourlong special on the day’s events. Opening the program, the announcer declared that the Soviet feat would be recorded as one of mankind’s greatest achievements. Babies born in the Soviet Union today are named Yuri, he said. In Moscow, if your last name is Gagarin, everyone wants to buy you a drink because all Soviets are celebrating. Russian leader Nikita Khrushchev taunted the West by saying, “Now let the capitalist countries try to catch up.” In interview after interview with American scientists, politicians, and NASA officials, the tone was defensive and the optimism unconvincing. James Webb looked like a man with his back against a wall. Huddled in an overcoat against the early spring chill, Webb tried to minimize the damage to American pride: “What happened last night is the result of many years of work. We are expecting before the end of the year to have an orbital flight.” A senator standing with Webb for the interview could not raise his eyes and stated flatly that the country was “nine months to a year behind.” One reporter asked if the Mercury program should be discontinued now that the Russians had launched a man first. That would be like “saying Chevrolet should never have started making automobiles because Henry Ford got there first,” astronaut John Glenn protested. Yet no matter how much anyone rationalized Gagarin’s orbit, the United States had failed to launch the first man into space. America was losing to the Soviets.26

			John Kennedy would have less than a week to focus his attention on NASA as international events intervened. Five days after Gagarin’s launch, an armed force of Cuban exiles landed on the south coast of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs. Trained by the CIA and carrying arms supplied by the U.S. government, more than a thousand rebels stormed onshore to overthrow the Communist regime and depose Fidel Castro. The Cuban Army swiftly de-feated the insurgents, killing nearly a hundred rebels and leading the rest out of the swamp with hands above their heads in surrender. Protestors staged anti-American demonstrations in Europe and South America. Critics railed against President Kennedy for what they saw as a poorly planned invasion with inadequate air support. Others condemned Kennedy for approving the mission in the first place. Such a humiliating debacle coming so soon in the new administration’s term was a serious blow to Kennedy and his staff. They needed to turn the mood of the country around so that the public would have faith both in the President and the country. Defeated, frustrated, angry, and embarrassed, Kennedy sent a memo to Vice President Johnson the next day asking him if NASA was in a position to claim a significant achievement in space. He wanted to know “Are we working 24 hours a day on existing programs? If not, why not? Is there any other space program which promises dramatic results in which we could win?”27

			But before the United States could win a space race, it first had to catch up. On May 5, 1961, at 9:34 in the morning, Alan Shepard lifted off from Pad 5, becoming the first American man in space. The red glare from Freedom 7’s booster rockets lit up a bank of windows in the concrete blockhouse where engineers sat in tense anticipation. As the ground rumbled beneath them, Project Mercury engineers heaved a collective sigh of relief. At least the rocket was strong enough to lift Shepard off the ground.*3 Even though Shepard’s flight was suborbital and only fifteen minutes long, it did mean that the United States had finally reached outer space. A relieved James Webb gave the speech he wanted to make that day, a speech commending NASA on a successful launch. He did not have to use one of two other speeches he had prepared: one telling the world that Shepard had ejected due to a malfunction, or even worse, one that announced that Shepard had been killed.29

			Jerrie Cobb hoped to attend the Shepard launch but was in New York for a talk before the Aviation/Space Writers Association. Following the New York Times article, other reports were leaking out to the public about the testing of women pilots in Albuquerque, and Cobb had begun speaking about her own astronaut examinations, which had taken place a little over a year before. She used her speech to outline the weight advantages of women astronauts compared to men and described the women’s testing program currently under way in New Mexico. “These women have volunteered their services,” Cobb said, “and have been trained and tested for future astronaut roles at no expense to the Government.” Cobb was careful not to discredit the courage or skill of the current corps of male astronauts, but she believed it was important to point out that women were not permitted to be astronauts because females were prohibited from being military jet test pilots. “I see no reason why civilian pilots should not be used,” she argued, “thereby releasing military test pilots to carry out their important duties in our defense system.” Cobb was becoming more outspoken about her desire to become an astronaut and ended her speech with a clear desire to join Shepard in the space race. “Russia may have put the first man in orbit,” she said, “but the United States can now put the first woman in space—and here’s one who’d like to be riding that Redstone tomorrow.”30

			At a news conference later that day, a triumphant President Kennedy said Shepard’s mission proved that the country
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