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Prologue 

At 2:00 p.m. on the afternoon of 9 Aprill959, seven apprehensive test pilots- now 
chosen as Mercury astronauts -were introduced to the press amid unexpected hype 
and adulation at NASA's temporary headquarters in the Dolley Madison House, 
Washington, D.C. From outset to announcement, the selection of America's first 
cadre of astronauts had been conducted in strict secrecy. 

A year earlier, in April 1958, and in the light of recent achievements in space by 
the Soviet Union, U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower sent to Congress a bill 
calling for the immediate establishment of a civilian aeronautics and space agency. 
The bill was presented and supported, resulting in the passage of the Space Act of 
1958, which in turn led to the creation of NASA, the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration, on I October that year. 

One of the first tasks of the new space agency was to implement the selection and 
training of a small group of outstanding pilots willing to fly into space aboard a 
capsule that was being designed for the American manned space program, known as 
Project Mercury. The job of defining and then undertaking a program to select these 
potential space pilots fell to NASA's Space Task Group, then located at the agency's 
Langley Research Center in Hampton, Virginia. Accordingly, an astronaut selection 
committee was assembled. 

This eclectic committee consisted of Charles J. Donlan, who was Assistant 
Director for Project Mercury and headed the candidate screening committee; 
Warren J. North, formerly a test pilot and engineer with the National Advisory 
Committee for Aeronautics (NACA) and now NASA's Chief of Space Flight 
Programs; and flight surgeons, Dr. Stanley C. White, MD, Maj., U.S. Air Force, and 
Dr. William S. Augerson, MD, Capt., U.S. Army. Additionally, there were two 
psychologists, Dr. Allen 0. Gamble of the National Science Foundation and the 
Manpower Evaluation Development Office at NASA Headquarters, and Dr. Robert 
B. Voas, USN, and two psychiatrists, Dr. George E. Ruff, MD, Capt., USAF, at 
that time Chief of the Stress and Fatigue Section of the Aero Medical Laboratory 
(AML) at Wright-Patterson AFB, and Dr. Edwin Z. Levy, MD, Capt., USAF. Thus 
all branches of the military had an active involvement in the selection process. These 
eight men set in motion an initial screening of military records and later carried out 
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interviews and testing of the selected candidates. In setting out their parameters the 
question became a matter of precisely who, and with what qualifications, ought they 
to seek. 

One major problem for the committee was satisfactorily resolved in December 
1958 when President Eisenhower decreed that the nation's first astronauts had to be 
drawn from the ranks of military test pilots. The advantages were obvious; test pilots 
were already familiar with the rigors of military life, they were available at very short 
notice; and their full flight and medical records were readily accessible. 

Initially, the committee was contemplating a selection pool of around 150 pilots, 
from which a nominal group of 36 fmalists would be chosen to undertake physical, 
psychological and stress testing. It was originally planned that twelve would then be 
selected to undertake a nine-month training and qualification program, at the end of 
which the top six candidates would be selected as the nation's frrst astronauts. As Dr. 
White from the committee explained, as they began to pound out the exact criteria, 
they required individuals who were not ouly in top physical condition but had also 
demonstrated the capability to remain calm and work through tough and dangerous 
assigmnents. And stamina was an important factor, because the men had to have a 
good response to stressful situations and be able to withstand it over a period of time. 

Specific limitations were then defined; the candidates had to possess a university 
degree; be a graduate of a test pilot school; be in superb condition both mentally and 
physically; have around 1,500 hours in high performance jets; be no taller than 5 foot 
11 inches (as governed by the dimensions within a Mercury capsule); and be under 
forty years of age. Initially, the age limit had been set at 35 years, but the rigorous 
qualifications caused it to be raised to 39. 

In the first week of January 1959 a meeting was convened at NASA Headquarters 
in Washington, at which it was decided to use the Lovelace Clinic in Albuquerque, 
New Mexico for comprehensive medical testing of the chosen candidates. The clinic 
was a non-government facility and the results of the examinations would become the 
property of NASA - not the military. It was felt this would offer reassurance to the 
pilot candidates that any poor results, which could potentially jeopardize their 
ability to continue in that service, would not go on their service records. It was also 
agreed that the ensuing stress and related tests would be at the Aero Medical 
Laboratory of the Wright Air Development Center (W ADC) in Dayton, Ohio. 

With these decisions in hand, the selection committee arranged with the Pentagon 
to retrieve and review the personal records of those who had graduated from test 
pilot schools in the previous ten years, examining them for basic requirements and a 
minimum number of flight hours. At the end of this process, they had the names of 
508 potential candidates. Next it was necessary to cross-check these records against 
medical files in order to substantially narrow the field. Eventually, in what became 
known as Phase One of the operation, the names and records of 110 men were set 
aside as meeting the minimum qualifications: 58 Air Force pilots, 47 Navy officers, 
and five from the Marine Corps. Each of the 110 candidates was ranked in terms of 
his overall qualifications. Several factors were taken into account, such as total flying 
time, total testing experience, ratings of senior instructors at the test pilot schools -
even the age and number of their children. 
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The committee's final task in this phase of the operation was to place the reviews 
in ranking order- best through least qualified- then split the files into three workiog 
groups of around 35 men, with the most promising io the first group. Charles 
Donlan then notified NASA of the results. 

Literally withio days of the initial screening, invitations were sent out to the top 35 
candidates, requesting their presence at a briefing session and interviews in the 
Pentagon on Monday, 2 February, for what would begio Phase Two of the selection 
process. The orders were issued by the Chief of Naval Operations or the Air Force 
Chief of Staff, as appropriate. The candidates were iostructed to leave their uniforms 
at home, and not to discuss their top-secret orders or the nature of the briefmg with 
anyone. The second group would be called a week later, and the third group a week 
after that. 

After informative briefings by service heads and NASA representatives on Project 
Mercury and the opportunity to apply to become astronauts, each candidate was 
told he could decline without prejudice to his military career. Those that opted to 
proceed would spend the rest of the week undergoing interviews and preliminary 
snitability tests. It was soon realized that to screen allllO candidates would put an 
unnecessary straio on the resources of the selection team. After the second round of 
briefings and interviews, a total of 69 men had been processed. Of that number, 16 
had declined, 6 were found to be too tall, and another 15 had been eliminated by one 
or more of the tests. Accordiog to Dr. Allen Gamble, he and Bob Voas found that 
they had 32 well-qualified candidates who had passed every test with flying colors. 
With a nominal 12 astronaut positions on offer, and a surprisingly high volunteer 
rate from the first two groups, it was decided not to summon the remaining group of 
41 candidates, as they had not ranked qnite as high on their records. 

After batteries of tests had been carried out at the Lovelace Clinic and the Wright 
Air Development Center- as described in full in the author's earlier book, Selecting 
the Mercury Seven: The Search for America's First Astronauts- all of the medical, 
physical, psychological and stress test results were given to the selection committee. 
With the number of positions on offer reduced to 6, but with 7 firm candidates, the 
committee faced the near-impossible task of finding a reason to exclude one man. To 
remedy this dilemma, Dr. Robert R. Gilruth, head of the Space Task Group, elected 
to accept them all, and these were the men proudly presented to the assembled press 
in Washington, and through them the world, in April 1959. 

Three years later, on 18 April1962, NASA announced that it would be selecting a 
second cadre of astronauts followiog the tremendous successes and acceleration of 
the manned program. More pilots were now needed as Mercury transitioned ioto the 
two-man Gemini program. 

This time, there was some policy reorientation. Mercury astronauts Alan Shepard 
and Donald ("Deke") Slayton were appoioted to the selection panel, which also 
contained Warren J. North, a member of the Mercury selection panel. Slayton had 
recently been named coordioator of astronaut activities (i.e. chief astronaut) after his 
disqualification from flight assignment owing to a minor heart irregularity. As he so 
rightly poioted out in his later memoir, the panel could probably have simply gone 
back to the group offmalists from the Lovelace and Wright-Patterson exams in 1959 
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and hired another group right there from the 25 who did not make the final cut, but 
in the end it was decided not to do this. 

According to Slayton, the panel devised a set of criteria for the second astronaut 
group that would enable the selections to be made with far less fuss. First of all, the 
invitation was opened to include civilians with experience as a jet test pilot, and to 
those with scientific as well as engineering backgrounds. The physical requirements 
would also be revised, as the planned Gemini and Apollo spacecraft were intended to 
be slightly larger than the Mercury craft. It was therefore decided to raise the height 
limit by an inch to 6 feet. Additionally, as these new programs would extend beyond 
the planned 3 years of Project Mercury, the age limit was reduced from 40 to 35. 

When the deadline of I June 1962 rolled around there were 252 applications on 
Slayton's desk. Another one arrived a little late, but the panel wisely decided that the 
applicant was too well qualified to be refused for tardiness. He was a well-respected 
civilian X-15 pilot named Neil Armstrong. 

The experiences of the Mercury Seven had demonstrated what was reqnired of the 
nation's astronauts. Given the incredible appeal and outstanding challenge of the 
job, once again the nation's fmest test pilots lined up hoping to become one of 
NASA's renowned "star voyagers". This is their story. 



Foreword 

On Monday afternoon, 17 September 1962, Tom Stafford, a captain in the U.S. Air 
Force, was celebrating his 32nd birthday in unusual circumstances. He was sitting on 
stage in an auditorium at the University of Houston, Texas, being introduced as one 
of a group of nine new astronauts selected by the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration. 

Alongside him were three other Air Force test pilots, Major Frank Borman and 
Captains Jim McDivitt and Ed White, as well as three naval aviators, Lieutenant 
Commander Jim Lovell and Lieutenants Pete Conrad and John Young. There were 
also two civilian test pilots, Neil Armstrong from NASA and Elliot See from 
General Electric. 

Stafford knew some of these men; Borman, McDivitt and White had been his 
students at the Air Force Test Pilot School within the past two years. He had met 
Conrad and Armstrong, too, prior to arriving in Houston the day before. 

But personal relationships were not on his mind that day. What Stafford thought 
as he looked to his left and right was: "One of us is going to be the first man to walk 
on the Moon." 

It was an insight that no human could have had prior to that September day- or 
since. 

That group of nine men, all test pilots between the ages of 31 and 36, had been 
deliberately selected by NASA to serve as the primary pilots for the Apollo program. 

They hadn't been selected just for their flying skills, though that was an important 
factor. They were selected for their intelligence, for their ability to serve as project 
engineers for the command module and lunar module of the Apollo spacecraft that 
would hopefully take them to the Moon before the decade was out, and then return 
them safely to Earth. 

NASA already had seven astronauts in the Mercury program. But those men were 
approaching the end of their original tours of duty; the space agency expected some 
or even most of them to return to their military careers ... certainly it did not plan 
for them to remain in the program for another seven years. 

It was this new group - the Nine - that was tasked with developing and flying 
Apollo. 
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Within a year, the Nine would be joined by the Fourteen, a mixed group of test 
pilots, operational pilots and research pilots whose role would be to support the 
Nine in development work and serve as additional crew members. 

However, it was this Nine- Armstrong, Borman, Conrad, Lovell, McDivitt, See, 
Stafford, White and Young- who would be the superstars of the Race to the Moon, 
experiencing both its high points (spacewalks, rendezvous, lunar orbit, lunar 
landing) and its low points (accidental death). 

Colin Burgess' Moon Bound explores their story, and those of the Fourteen, in a 
new and exciting fashion. He also gives us a new perspective on the Nine and the 
Fourteen by presenting the stories of the men who, for one reason or another, did 
not make the cut- the men who were, in Tom Wolfe's cruel-but-accurate phrase, 
"left behind". Some of these pilots went on to highly successful careers in the 
military, becoming generals and admirals. Others died in combat or aircraft-related 
accidents. Some simply continued their careers and eventually made the transition to 
a well-earned retirement ... and likely wondered, "What if ... ?" 

Chapter Six, 'The Boy From Barren Run', tells the fascinating and tragic tale of 
naval aviator John Yamnicky. His story alone is worth whatever you paid for this 
book. 

The strength of Moon Bound is no surprise to readers of the history of human 
space flight, because Colin has established himself as one of our best writers on the 
subject. In addition to the valuable overviews of Mercury, Vostok, Gemini, Soyuz 
and Apollo (Into That Silent Sea and In the Shadow of the Moon, both co-authored 
with Francis French), he has written about Australia's astronauts, NASA's scientist
astronauts, Russia's cosmonauts, Teacher-in-Space Christa McAuliffe, and - in my 
personal favorite, Fallen Astronauts- those men who were selected but didn't live to 
see the lunar landing. 

I must also mention his Selecting the Mercury Seven: The Search for America's 
First Astronauts, which is a vital precursor to Moon Bound. 

His other work, notably on the triumphs and tragedies of the Australian military 
in World War II, and his professional knowledge of the world of aviation, give him a 
unique perspective on the lives and careers of these men. 

Colin has also been dogged and energetic in pursuing new information, not just 
on the non-selected men, few of whom have ever been profiled, but also on the 
selection process, medical tests and training of the Nine and the Fourteen, and those 
who came after them. 

Open the pages. Prepare for launch. Take the Moon Bound voyage. 

Michael Cassutt 
August 2012 
Los Angeles 
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