
 

Space station crew marking big space
anniversaries
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An undated portrait of the first man in space, Yuri Gagarin, and his award of the
Hero of the Soviet Union, at right, part of an exhibition dedicated to the 50th
anniversary of the first man in space, in Moscow, Russia, Monday, April 11,
2011. (AP Photo/Alexander Zemlianichenko)

(AP) -- On the eve of two prominent space anniversaries, the six humans
circling the Earth said Monday they will join in the celebrations from the
best vantage point of all - orbit.

Tuesday marks the 50th anniversary of man's first journey into space
and the 30th anniversary of the first space shuttle launch.

"We're going to spend the day tomorrow recognizing it in probably the
best place you possibly can, that's on orbit and looking at our beautiful
Earth," American astronaut Ronald Garan Jr. said in an interview with
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The Associated Press. He arrived at the International Space Station last
week.

The space station's Russian commander, Dmitry Kondratyev, said the
human dream of flying to the stars came true with Soviet cosmonaut
Yuri Gagarin's flight on April 12, 1961. Twenty-three days later,
American Alan Shepard became the second man in space.

"Fifty years is a short period of time in history, but look at that leap
from a small spacecraft to the huge International Space Station,"
Kondratyev told the AP. "We hope that during the next 50 years, another
leap that is not less than has been done, will be done."

As for the shuttle anniversary, Garan said Columbia's launch on April
12, 1981, inspired him to become an astronaut. He yearned to be an
astronaut as a young child, but the dream went away until Columbia
blasted off on the first shuttle flight.

The very next day, he went to his college advisers and signed up for a
heavy load of math and science courses.

"That dream was reawakened in me," Garan said. "For me, that's a pretty
strong evidence of the importance of the space program, toward
education and inspiring young people to study math and science."

As a two-time passenger aboard Columbia - which was destroyed during
re-entry in 2003 - space station resident Catherine Coleman said it's a
special day for her as well.

Flying in space is what people are supposed to do, she noted. "We're
leaving the planet. We're living outside our Earth's atmosphere," she
said.
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As part of the shuttle anniversary, NASA Administrator Charles Bolden
Jr. will take part in a ceremony at Kennedy Space Center in Florida.
He'll announce which museums will win the soon-to-be-retired shuttles
for display.

Discovery will go to the Smithsonian Institution. But Endeavour and
Atlantis are up for grabs, as is Enterprise, the shuttle prototype on
exhibit at the Smithsonian that will be replaced by Discovery.

Twenty-one museums and science and visitor centers are in hot
competition.

The space station crew declined to pick a favorite.

"I grew up all over the country," Coleman told the AP, "and so I actually
have ties, I think, to every one of the cities that are targeted. ... I'm trying
to be impartial."

Only two shuttle missions remain, both to the space station. Endeavour is
due to blast off April 29, and Atlantis on June 28. Discovery, the oldest
surviving shuttle, ended its flying career last month.

The space station astronauts will get Tuesday off as a special holiday.
They will hold a news conference and link up with celebrations in
Moscow, then enjoy a celebratory feast Tuesday evening.

©2010 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
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