
 

US marks 50 years since second human
spaceflight

May 5 2011, by Jean-Louis Santini

  
 

  

This 14 December 1970 file photo shows US astronaut Alan Shepard. Shepard,
the first American in space. Three weeks after the world marked 50 years since
Russia's Yuri Gagarin became the first man to travel in space, the United States
is honoring the American who followed him, Alan Shepard.

Three weeks after the world marked 50 years since Russia's Yuri
Gagarin became the first man to travel in space, the United States is
honoring the American who followed him, Alan Shepard.

Shepard was a 37-year-old naval pilot whose trip into space on May 5,
1961 aboard the Mercury 3 spacecraft made him a celebrated American
hero.

His 15-minute suborbital flight was much shorter than Gagarin's
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108-minute journey in orbit, but provided a patriotic lift to America's
efforts to explore outer space after losing to Cold War rival Russia in the
race to be first.

"It was not a very celebrated flight, but it was key for the US space
program," said John Logsdon, former director of George Washington
University's Space Policy Institute.

The launch of Mercury's Freedom 7 mission was initially supposed to
take place in March 1961 but was postponed due to technical problems.

Gagarin blasted off from the south of the Soviet republic of Kazakhstan
on April 12, 1961.

  
 

  

US astronaut Alan Shepard is lifted up to the helicopter after he splashed down
in the Atlantic Ocean aboard the Mercury capsule on May 5, 1961. Three weeks
after the world marked 50 years since Russia's Yuri Gagarin became the first
man to travel in space, the United States is honoring the American who followed
him, Alan Shepard.

"It is interesting to speculate on the impact if he would have been first,
because it was Gagarin's flight that convinced (US president John F.)
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Kennedy to have the US enter the space race," Logsdon told AFP.

Kennedy also feared the negative fallout that any failure might bring,
particularly as the flight was broadcast on live television less than three
weeks after the Bay of Pigs fiasco.

"Kennedy was very concerned about Shepard's first flight in the
aftermath of the failure of the Bay of Pigs," a botched CIA bid to invade
southern Cuba, Logsdon said.

"Some of his advisers suggested postponing the flight for some months...
Others said: 'It's going to be a success, why postpone it?' And Kennedy
took the risk of accepting that advice."

Since Shepard's flight came just as Kennedy was about to decide
whether to set US sights on exploring the moon by the end of the 1960s,
the success of the trip provided a much-needed boost to those efforts.

"This flight was very important for what followed," said NASA historian
Stephen Garber.

"It was a kind of proof of concept," he told AFP. "Gagarin was more a
passive passenger and Shepard was able to control the capsule,"
demonstrating a "fundamental principle about space flight before
Gemini and Apollo."

Gemini was the second US program for manned spaceflight, and Apollo
was the project that landed the first humans on the moon in 1969.

American astronaut Neil Armstrong was the first to walk on the moon,
but Shepard would make it there later, in 1971, as the commander of
Apollo 14 on the third US mission to the moon.
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Shepard died in 1998 at the age of 74.

A ceremony to mark the 50th anniversary of Shepard's flight will be held
Thursday at Cape Canaveral, Florida, attended by NASA administrator
Charles Bolden, Shepard's family and a former Mercury astronaut, Scott
Carpenter.

The US postal service is also unveiling two new stamps dedicated to the
first US spaceflight.

(c) 2011 AFP

Citation: US marks 50 years since second human spaceflight (2011, May 5) retrieved 5 May
2024 from https://phys.org/news/2011-05-years-human-spaceflight.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

http://www.physorg.com/news223742959.html
https://phys.org/news/2011-05-years-human-spaceflight.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

