@ —— PIONEERS IN EARLY SPACEFLIGHT

AURORA-7

The Mercury Space Flight
of M. Scott Garpenter

o
g

A\ LA




Aurora 7
The Mercury Space Flight of M. Scott Carpenter




Other Springer-Praxis books of related interest by Colin
Burgess

NASA’s Scientist-Astronauts
with David J. Shayler

2006

ISBN 978-0-387-21897-7

Animals in Space: From Research Rockets to the Space Shuttle
with Chris Dubbs

2007

ISBN 978-0-387-36053-9

The First Soviet Cosmonaut Team: Their Lives, Legacies and Historical Impact
with Rex Hall, M.B.E.

2009

ISBN 978-0-387-84823-5

Selecting the Mercury Seven: The Search for America’s First Astronauts
2011
ISBN 978-1-4419-8404-3

Moon Bound: Choosing and Preparing NASA’s Lunar Astronauts
2013
ISBN 978-1-4614-3854-0

Freedom 7: The Historic Flight of Alan B. Shepard, Jr.
2014
ISBN 978-3-319-01155-4

Liberty Bell 7: The Suborbital Mercury Flight of Virgil I. Grissom
2014
ISBN 978-3-319-04390-6

Friendship 7: The Epic Orbital Flight of John H. Glenn, Jr.
2015
ISBN 978-3-319-15653-8



Colin Burgess

Aurora 7

The Mercury Space Flight
of M. Scott Carpenter

@ Springer

rRAX



Colin Burgess
Bangor, NSW, Australia

SPRINGER-PRAXIS BOOKS IN SPACE EXPLORATION

Springer Praxis Books
ISBN 978-3-319-20438-3 ISBN 978-3-319-20439-0  (eBook)
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-20439-0

Library of Congress Control Number: 2015942683

Springer Cham Heidelberg New York Dordrecht London

© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2016

This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part of the
material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation,
broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage
and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now known or
hereafter developed.

The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication does
not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant protective
laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.

The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book are
believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or the editors give
a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that
may have been made.

Front cover: Aurora 7 launched with Scott Carpenter aboard, 24 May 1962. (Photos: NASA)

Back cover: Left: MA-7 astronaut Scott Carpenter prepares for his mission. (Photo: NASA). Right: A recent photo
of Scott Carpenter at the Kennedy Space Center. (Photo: collectSPACE.com/Robert Pearlman)

Cover design: Jim Wilkie

Project copy editor: David M. Harland

Printed on acid-free paper

Springer International Publishing AG Switzerland is part of Springer Science+Business Media (www.springer.com)


www.springer.com

Contents

DediCation .............coooiiiiiiiiii e e ix
FOTEWOId........c..ooiiiiii ettt xi
AULhOI’S PIOIOZUE. .........oceviiiiieieeiie ettt e et e e saeebeesaaeenseeeeas XV
ACKNOWIEAZEIMENLS ...........ooiviiiiiiiiiiiiecie ettt et ereeseaesbeessaeebeesaaeenseeenas Xix
1 A replacement aStroNAUL ..............c.coccveviierieeiieeiieeieeiee e eieesteeteeeeeebeesaneenne 1
First astronaut CHOSEN .......c..cevuiiiiriiiieieeieeee ettt 3
GO fOT OIDIL ..ttt st 7
Health CONCEINS.......eoiiiiiiiiiiieeeee et sttt 9
The change is Made........ccooiiiiiiiiiiiieieee et 18
Taking up the challenge ...........cocveiiiiiiiiiiee e 20
2 From Colorado to the Cape.............cccccoeviieiiiiiieiieie et 28
The reat OULAOOTS .....c..eeriiriieieiiieieeteteet ettt sttt sttt ettt 30
A brush with death ..o 31
FLt training......coeeiuiiieieeieieee ettt st 33
Test PILOt SCROOL .....couiiiiiiiiiee et 34
NavVal INtEIlIZEIICE. .....eeveeniiriieieiiieieetetee ettt ettt 37
PrOJECt MBICULY ..uveeueiiiiieiiieieettet ettt ettt sttt st st st 38
SEVEN fOI SPACE ....vventiiiiiieieeeee ettt ettt st s 43
Early training at Langley .........cccooiiiiiiiiiniiiieieeceecee e 44
3 Mission planning for MA-7 ...........ccccovviiiiieiieiieeeee et e 55
Loading up wWith €Xperiments..........cccuerueeierierieniieieneeieneeteseesee et sieenieas 55
A multi-colored DalloON ........ccueiiiriiiiiriinieieieeeee e 59
Still MOTE EXPETIIMEIILS .....euvieieniiriieieeiienieete ettt et eite st eeesbeeeesbeenbesbeenaeas 62
SUING UP FOI SPACE ...ttt ettt ettt st 63
Facing the many uUnknowns..........c..cocueiiriiriiiienineneeeeee et 71
FLEIt dEIAYS .. .ceueitieieieieie ettt st st 74



vi

Contents

AUrora 7 N OFDIt.........cccooiiiiiiiiiiiicccee e
Preparing for 1aunch............coooiiiiiiiiiniiieee e
The dawn Of AUTOTA ....cc..eiiuiiiiieiiiirieeteete ettt ettt esaee e
Final COUNTAOWNL.....cocuiiiiiiiiiiieeiceeee ettt st
“The clock has Started” .......coceeriiiiiiiiieeeteeeee ettt
Early problemisS .......coouveeiiiiiiiieeieeiee ettt st
The world through @ WINAOW ........ccceeviiiiiiiiiniiiieie e
ThiNgS WAITIL UP ..eeveeiiieiiiiiieiieeiee ettt ettt ettt ettt sbt e s sbe e b e sabeesaeesane
John Glenn’s “Areflies™ ........coveeriiiiiirienii e
Launching a balloon........cocuiiiiiiiiiiiiieiitee ettt

A highly troubled miSSION ..............cccooiriiiiniiiiiiir e
SECONA OIDIL ..ttt ettt sttt sab e e be e st e b e sabeesbeesane
FIGNt CONTINMUES......eitiieiiiiiie ettt ettt ettt e e e
“GO” for a third ObIf.....c..coouirieiiiiieiiieee e
Drifting flight .....ooouoiii e e
Solving the “SnOWHAKES™ .........cccooviiiiiiiiniieeeeeec e
REIIOMITE ..ttt ettt et st e e e
ComING NOME......c..ooiiiiiiiiiiic ettt e s

Walter Cronkite: “We may have lost an astronaut”.....................cocoeveenen.
Ships 0N StANADY ....c..ooiiiiiiiieeee e
RECOVETY UNAET WAY ....oouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiteteett ettt sttt st
Frogmen in the Water ........c.uoiviiiiiiiiiiienie ettt
Intrepid’s helicopters t0 the TESCUE .........coceeveeierieiienieienieteeeee e e
Safely 0N BOATd ......c.cociiriiiiiiiiiecee e e
REEVING AUFOTA 7.ttt st
Grand Turk ISIand .........cccoooiriiiiiiiieee e
A FAMILY T@JOICES c..veenvieeiiiiiieiieeee ettt ettt st e s
Press conferences and PreSentations ..........coceeeeeerveerierrieenieeseeneeesieesieesieeseesane
PAlOt'S SUMIMATY .....ooiiieiiiiiiiiieeiecreeteete ettt sttt ettt st

From astronaut t0 aquanaut ................c.cccoeceviriininiinieeeeeeee e
A DElated dEZIEE.....cccuiieuiiiiieiieeiie ettt et
Ground control and the astronaUL.............cceevuerrieriieriienieeteeeeee e
A WhOIE NEW ITECHION ....eouviiiiiiiieriieeiterte ettt sttt ettt
Project SEALAB ..ottt
Dangers Of the dEEP ....cccveevuiiriiiiieiieee ettt
Life ZOCS OM..einiiiiiiiiieeee ettt ettt st

Epilogue: The man and his spacecraft................ccccocovnvinninninnininienne
A well-traveled SPACECTALT .......cocuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e
Loss of a space flight 16Zend.........coceeviiriiiiiiniiiiiiee e
By Way Of tITDULE....ccoutiiiiiiieiieeee ettt



Contents vii

Appendix 1 MA-7 conference: Flight results in detail .................................... 209
Appendix 2 Scientific instruments carried on MA-7 ... 219
Appendix 3 Results of MA-7 tethered balloon experiment ................................ 223
Appendix 4 Sequence of events during the MA-7 flight ................c..ccocoiiine 227
Appendix 5 MA-7 capsule fuel consumption chart ... 228
Appendix 6 Chronological summary of post-landing events ..............c..c..c..c..... 229
Appendix 7 Scott Carpenter in popular culture.................coccoccvvininineninenennene 231
About the QUtROT ............ccooiiiiiiiiie e 234
INAEX ... e 235






There is one spectacle grander than the sea,
that is the sky, there is one spectacle grander
than the sky, that is the interior of the soul.

— Victor Hugo (1802-1885)

This planet is not terra firma. It is a delicate
flower and it must be cared for. It’s lonely.

It’s small. It’s isolated, and there is no resupply.
And we are mistreating it. Clearly, the highest
loyalty we should have is not to our own country
or our own religion or our hometown or even

to ourselves. It should be to, number two,

the family of man, and number one, the planet

at large. This is our home, and this is all we’ve got.

— Scott Carpenter (1925-2013)






Foreword

In May 1959, a few weeks after NASA had announced the selection of the seven Mercury
astronauts, a 23-year-old Air Force nurse began working at the Patrick Air Force Base
hospital in Florida. Just six months later, before she’d really had a chance to settle in, the
hospital commander, Colonel George Knauf, called her into his office and asked if she
would like to consider working as a nurse for NASA’s astronauts at nearby Cape Canaveral.
Much to her astonishment, 2nd Lt. Dee O’Hara would find herself at the very heart of
perhaps the greatest scientific endeavor ever undertaken, and doing one of the most envi-
able jobs in the world. She had become the trusted nurse for America’s astronauts.

Although I wasn’t really sure what the job entailed, I accepted. I really didn’t know what
to expect or what was ahead of me when I was sent to the Cape. I must also admit that I
didn’t really know what an astronaut was, and the only thing I knew about Mercury was
that it was a planet, and also the stuff in a thermometer. It turned out that I was to set up
the Aeromed Lab, an examination area for the astronauts in a building simply called
Hangar S, and be with them as their nurse. I always felt the Mercury program was launched
from there because we were all crammed into this one little hangar.

I was 23 years old back when I started work at the Cape, and admittedly not very sophis-
ticated, so my first introduction to the astronauts came as a bit of an unexpected shock.
Nobody had been assigned to a flight at that point, it was so early in the program, and this
probably would have been January 1960. I happened to go down the hall one day and when
I opened the door to the conference room they were all sitting there, with John Glenn seated
on the table. I had no idea they were in the room and felt terribly embarrassed and even a
little frightened that I had barged in on them. They were, after all, very famous people by
then. I stammered an apology and backed out, slamming the door behind me, and fled back
red-faced to my office. Then John Glenn, bless his heart, walked up and asked me to come
back “and meet the guys,” and said he would introduce me, which he did.

The premise behind me being there was that they wanted someone who would get to
know the astronauts so well that she would work out whether they were really sick or not.
The astronauts certainly were not going to tell the flight surgeon, Bill Douglas, because

X1



xii Foreword

they knew the doctor had the right or capability of grounding them — the last thing these
guys wanted. They were really fearful of doctors for this reason. So I made a deal with
them: I said I would never betray them unless, in my opinion, what they told me would
jeopardize them or the mission. In that case, I would have to report it to Dr. Douglas.

Back then, everything seemed to exist in Hangar S. It was essentially a long string
of rooms off a narrow hallway which overlooked the floor of the hangar. We had a lab
area, an exam room area, my little office, and then there was a large carpeted room
where the space suits were kept. The suiting-up couch was in that room, where all of
the suit check-outs were carried out. Then you went to the next room which was set up
as a kind of a conference room for the astronauts. Past that was a little lounge area
which was considered to be crew quarters, and in the next small room were bunk beds.
If they were training late, or working in the capsule late, they could at least bunk there
and sleep the night in privacy, and not have to drive the nineteen miles to a motel in
Cocoa Beach, although they often used that distance to set hair-raising speed records in
their powerful cars. Boys will be boys.

Initially, the astronauts were based at Langley Air Force Base in Virginia. During the
week, they would fly down to the Cape in Florida for their testing, suit fittings, chamber
tests, and so on. Then they would go back to Langley for the weekend. When it was launch
time they would come down to Cape Canaveral and I would help them with pre-flight
physicals, including height, weight, temperature, blood pressure and other tests.

Over the next few years, I served as the astronauts’ nurse, tending to them and their
families. I didn’t really get to know their families well until I transferred to Houston,
although I had met most of the wives when they’d traveled down to the Cape on rare occa-
sions. Most had very small children at the time, so they stayed pretty close to home.

Once I had set up the Flight Medicine Clinic in Houston, the families would come to
the clinic for medical care, in addition to their astronaut husbands. I became very close
with the wives and knew them all intimately — they invited me into their homes. I am still
in touch with many of them today.

They were wonderful days, but I always had my heart in my mouth whenever one of
them was launched into space. You could feel the tension on everyone’s part, because
these men were entering the unknown and we didn’t know what the heck was going to
happen. It was both exciting and terrifying at the same time. Early on, I don’t think any of
us really thought about how historic these days would become. It was a job, and you just
did your job.

I used to hear from people all over the world about how exciting they thought my job
must be. I must admit I had the most ideal job in the world — I traveled, met movie stars,
and got to associate with so many interesting people. I feel very fortunate to have been a
part of a unique and exciting time in space history.

We all miss Scott Carpenter so much after he left us at the grand age of eighty-eight.
The Scott I knew back in the Mercury days could see the beauty, the poetry or the emotion
in so many things. He really was a poet, and a very sensitive, caring man.

Although it’s only a small example of who he was, I won’t forget the day he came into
my office and said “Dee, the flint’s gone in my lighter — do you have any flints?” I said I'd
try to find one and after he’d gone I searched around and found a couple, which I taped
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Scott Carpenter with astronauts’ nurse Dee O’Hara. (Photo: NASA)

Scott Carpenter and Dee O’Hara raise a toast to Mercury astronaut Wally Schirra
at his colleague’s funeral in 2007. (Photo: Francis French)



xiv  Foreword

under a piece of Scotch tape on his lamp. When I came in the next morning there was the
piece of tape on my lamp, and underneath it was a note, and it said, “A kiss is in here for
you.” You see, that was Scott. It’s hard to explain him to people, but that’s a classic exam-
ple of what he would say, and the gentleness and the sensitivity of the man. I’ve always had
a very special spot for him.

I truly feel Scott did a wonderful job on his flight aboard Aurora 7. He got a lot of sci-
ence done, a lot of the experiments that were thrust on him, and it’s a shame he doesn’t get
enough credit for that. Yes, he missed his splashdown mark and scared everybody for a
while. But the tragedy was when someone as powerful as Chris Kraft later came out and
said, “I won’t work with him again.” That absolutely killed Scott’s career. It was just heart-
breaking; it shouldn’t have happened. It was a very sad episode in an otherwise wonderful
career, including his later exploits as a Sealab aquanaut. What an amazing person he was.

Over recent years, I caught up with Scott several times at different space events, and it
was always a great pleasure to see him and to reminisce about old times and old friends.
Scott especially loved talking to the children who came with their parents to the Astronaut
Scholarship Foundation events. His eyes would light up as he asked them a number of
questions about themselves and school. It was interesting to watch the children open up
and talk to him without any shyness or hesitation.

We were all so sad when we heard the news of his passing, but like so many others I
will always hold dear the precious memories of a man who gave so much to his nation, and
yet retained the soul of a poet.

To paraphrase those unforgettable words to his great friend as John Glenn was about to
be launched into orbit, “Godspeed, Scott Carpenter.”

Dee O’Hara
Astronauts’ nurse



Author’s prologue

I first met Scott Carpenter in 1993 at the Association of Space Explorers’ Congress in
Vienna, Austria. After I’d asked him to sign my copy of his novel The Steel Albatross —
which he did quite happily — I happened to mention that I had at home a photo of him
riding a horse while stationed in Muchea, Western Australia, for the MA-6 orbital Mercury
flight of John Glenn back in 1962. Immediately his face lit up and he smiled as he said,
“Ah, yes — Butch.” He remembered that horse well, and we fell into a conversation about
the time he had spent in Muchea, and the people he’d met there. Some years later, Scott
would recount by telephone the story of riding Butch in the Australian outback for a chap-
ter in the book Into That Silent Sea, which I co-authored with Francis French.

Scott and I met again several times over the years at different venues, and it was always
a true pleasure to sit and chat with a man who was a boyhood hero of mine. So much so
that our older son was named Scott after him — a tribute he gladly repaid by sending me a
surprise personal greeting for my son and his bride Melissa which I had the pleasure of
reading out on the occasion of their wedding.

Although my enthusiasm for human space flight had kicked into gear during the much-
delayed Mercury flight of John Glenn, the Mercury-Atlas 7 (MA-7) flight with Scott flying
aboard Aurora 7 was the first space mission I followed right from its inception, even when
it was meant to be flown by another astronaut, and with the spacecraft bearing a different
name. Some years later, I was able to view Aurora 7 up close when it was on display at the
Hong Kong Science Museum in Kowloon, never for one moment imaging that one day I'd
not only get to meet Scott but befriend him and his daughter, Kris Stoever.

One truly unforgettable occasion came about on 26 January 2003 while I was visiting
my long-time friend and co-author Francis French in California. We were delighted to
have been invited to a private reception that afternoon at the Oakmont Country Club in
Glendale by the Stoever family to mark the publication of Scott’s autobiography For
Spacious Skies, written with his daughter. After they had signed everyone’s copies of their
book, there was plenty of time to mingle with all the guests — many of them doyens of the
space industry. Eventually it was time for Scott to make a short speech, thanking everyone

XV
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Scott Carpenter with the author at the Autographica show in Coventry, England, 2004.
(Photo: Rex Hall)
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The author enjoys a fun-filled conversation with Scott Carpenter at Spacefest V in Tucson,
Arizona, May 2013. It would prove to be the last time they met. (Photo courtesy of collectSPACE.
com/Robert Pearlman)
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for attending. Midway through his oration he paused and casually mentioned that he would
also like to thank another old friend who had just turned up. I turned around and it was a
real pinch-me moment. The late attendee was Gordon Cooper. It would prove to be the first
and only time that I had the opportunity to meet and talk with this other legendary Mercury
astronaut, who sadly passed away the following year.

The last time I enjoyed a conversation with Scott Carpenter was at Spacefest V in
Tucson, Arizona, at the end of May 2013 — in fact, on the 51st anniversary of his Mercury
flight — and once again I enjoyed the chance to sit and chat with him as he kindly gave me
a few words to use in an earlier book in this Springer series about his Mercury colleague
Gus Grissom. Just five months later, I was deeply saddened to learn of Scott’s death on 10
October, at the grand age of eighty-eight.

It was quite evident that Scott Carpenter (he told me he always disliked his given name
of Malcolm) was cut from a very different cloth than that of his fellow Mercury astronauts.
A dynamic pioneer of modern exploration, a superb athlete and test pilot, he was also a
gentle and even poetic man; an experimentalist whose curiosity almost cost him his life on
his only space flight and led to a well-documented falling out with certain influential mem-
bers of the NASA hierarchy.

Nevertheless, his incredibly rich and diverse life certainly touched mine in so many
ways, and I will be forever grateful to him and his family for allowing me to briefly touch
on his own.
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1

A replacement astronaut

1960 was a monumentally busy and incredibly productive year for America’s dynamic
new civilian space agency, NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Administration),
which had been formally established just two years earlier. But the agency faced an uncer-
tain future. With an election looming later that year, incumbent president Dwight
D. Eisenhower had shown little regard for the nation’s space programs, taking the sword
to NASA’s budget for the following year. He also wanted to cut the second stage of the
Saturn rocket program, consigning the space agency to a future based solely on flights in
low Earth orbit, without the necessary support or funding to continue through to actually
landing astronauts on the Moon.

Under the Eisenhower administration, NASA faced the bleak prospect of having the
civilian space program basically put out to pasture after Project Mercury. Even his poten-
tial replacement in the White House, Republican candidate Richard M. Nixon, had very
little enthusiasm for a costly civilian space program. Foreshadowing a drastic curtailment
of human space activities, President Eisenhower voiced his opinion that, “further tests and
experiments will be necessary to establish if there are any valid scientific reasons for
extending manned space flight beyond the Mercury program.”!

Despite this grim prognosis, midway through 1960 the Army Ballistic Missile Agency
(ABMA) of the Redstone Arsenal, Huntsville, Alabama, became a part of NASA and was
renamed the George C. Marshall Space Flight Center. In August the space agency success-
fully orbited Echo I, an inflatable, aluminized balloon communications satellite, while on
19 December, in preparation for the agency’s goal of a manned space flight, the first test
flight of a Redstone rocket carrying a Mercury capsule was successfully completed.

In November 1960, America voted in a new president by the narrowest of margins.
John Fitzgerald Kennedy became the youngest man ever elected to the office, and the first
Catholic to occupy the White House. NASA still faced an uncertain future, knowing that
during his campaign Kennedy had been disappointingly non-committal about the nation’s
non-military space program. Beyond making vague statements whenever the subject was
raised, he was not at all convinced that sending humans to the Moon should form a major
element of his forward strategies and policies. He had even stated that developing huge
rockets was a colossal waste of taxpayer money.

© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2016 1
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2 A replacement astronaut

President Eisenhower with (right) Dr. T. Keith Glennan, NASA’s first Administrator, and
Deputy Administrator Dr. Hugh L. Dryden. (Photo: NASA)

Before a session of Congress on 25 May 1961, President John F. Kennedy commits the United
States to landing a man on the Moon before the end of the decade. (Photo: NASA)



First astronaut chosen 3

History records that within half a year of taking office, and leading a nation stunned by
the Soviet achievement of launching cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin into orbit, President Kennedy
committed NASA and the United States to landing astronauts on the Moon’s surface by
the end of the decade. Instead of instigating a decline in the nation’s space program, he
used it to inspire the nation, and boldly set the country on what was arguably the greatest
technological endeavor of all time.

FIRST ASTRONAUT CHOSEN

As 1960 rolled over into a whole new year filled with promise and excitement, albeit an
uncertain future, NASA stood ready to decide who would become the nation’s (and hope-
fully the world’s) first space explorer — the man who would take America into space on a
suborbital mission just a few months later.

The Mercury spacecraft for the historic suborbital shot was nearing completion at the
McDonnell plant in St. Louis, Missouri, but NASA needed a pilot for the flight, and there
were seven superbly qualified men to choose from. All were exemplary test pilots, and
they had been undergoing intense space flight training since their selection back in April
1959. From the U.S. Air Force there were Capt. L. Gordon Cooper, Jr., Capt. Virgil
I. Grissom and Capt. Donald (“Deke”) Slayton; from the U.S. Navy, Lt. M. Scott Carpenter,
Lt. Cmdr. Walter M. Schirra, Jr., and Lt. Cmdr. Alan Shepard, Jr. The seventh man, and
sole Marine Corps representative, was Maj. John H. Glenn, Jr.

NASA’s newly selected Mercury astronauts. From Left: Gus Grissom, Alan Shepard, Scott
Carpenter, Wally Schirra, Deke Slayton, John Glenn and Gordon Cooper. (Photo: NASA)



4 A replacement astronaut

The final decision on who would fly first fell to just one person, Dr. Robert Rowe
Gilruth, at that time the appointed Director of NASA’s Space Task Group. On 19 January
1961, just one day before the inauguration of the nation’s newly elected president, Gilruth
called the seven Mercury astronauts together into his office for an urgent meeting. Without
revealing the exact nature of the exercise — although all seven quickly deduced its pur-
pose — he handed each man a slip of paper and asked them to write down, in descending
order, which person — obviously excluding themselves — they thought was best qualified
to be given the job of making the first American space flight. Once they were done he col-
lected the papers and instructed them to reconvene in the afternoon for an important
announcement that would affect them all.
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Dr. Robert Gilruth (far right) with the seven Mercury astronauts. (Photo: NASA)

Apart from poring over training reports and other indicators on the performance of the
seven astronaut candidates, Gilruth was interested in assessing the men’s peer ratings in
order to determine whether their opinions coincided with his own. He knew that in the
public’s view the chief contender was undoubtedly the amiable red-headed Marine, John
Glenn. And with very good reason — Glenn was a totally dedicated, rock-solid family man
who spoke eloquently with pride and patriotism about the space program, and more than
any of the other six candidates seemed to embody the ideals of a God-fearing, nation-
loving astronaut.

Unbeknown to the public, however, Glenn didn’t really stand a chance in a peer vote.
In his eagerness to impress the NASA hierarchy and Mercury program officials with his
abilities, and his famously pleasant countenance when dealing with the press, he had
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created a simmering resentment among his fellow candidates. Their major gripe came
when he stepped over the line by angrily rebuking and lecturing them on their openly phi-
landering ways with hordes of eager, willing women, which he insisted was not in keeping
with the image they should portray to the public. The others resented being told by one of
their own how to conduct their private lives, and this had a strong influence in their indi-
vidual ratings. When it came to offering his own peer rating, Glenn unhesitatingly wrote
Scott Carpenter’s name at the top of his list. They had become good friends during the
astronaut selection process. For his part, Carpenter was one of those who looked at a per-
son’s abilities and suitabilities, and this, combined with his friendship for the amiable
Marine, meant that he placed Glenn at the top of his list.

This was no surprise, according to Ed Buckbee, NASA’s public affairs officer at the
Marshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville, Alabama from 1960 to 1970. “Scott was a
kind, gentle and considerate man, never coming on as the cocky fighter pilot type. In my
view, there always seemed to be a closeness between John Glenn and Scott. They jogged
together when the other Mercury guys avoided running like the plague. They asked similar
questions in briefings. They studied together and their families were close.”?

Later that day the seven astronauts were called back into Gilruth’s office, where he
wasted little time in announcing that Alan Shepard would make the first suborbital flight.
Next to fly he named as Grissom, followed by Glenn. Prior to their own missions, both
men would serve as Shepard’s backup pilots.

“I did not say anything for about twenty seconds or so,” Shepard would recall. “T just
looked at the floor. When I looked up, everyone in the room was staring at me. I was
excited and happy, of course, but it was not a moment to crow.” The other six, despite their
disappointment, managed to put smiles on their faces as they congratulated him.?

Gilruth then told the seven men that he would not be making the announcement official
for some weeks, in order to take the pressure off the primary astronaut during critical mis-
sion training.

Privately, Glenn was shocked and then furious at not being selected for the first
American space flight. Or even the second. At a subsequent press conference in San Diego,
he momentarily lost his renowned cool when asked who of the seven would be the first to
fly. “We would like to get away from the ‘first” aspect,” he responded, a little testiness in
his voice. “This is the beginning of many flights. Actually the second and third and fourth
flights may accomplish far, far more scientifically than the first flight does. That first mis-
sion is going to be sort of an ‘Oh, gee whiz, look at me; here I am, Maw!’ type of deal, and
you are probably going to get a limited amount of data back from it.”*

Never one to sit back and take defeat lightly, Glenn even decided to question Gilruth’s
decision with the NAS A administrators who were appointed following President Kennedy’s
installation in the White House. However they refused to overturn the decision and a sullen
Glenn temporarily withdrew completely from the public view, later confessing that it took
a while for him to bounce back and once again involve himself in the important tasks at
hand.

“Those were pretty rough days for me,” Glenn later admitted. “I guess I am a fairly
dogged competitor, and getting left behind ... was like always being a bridesmaid but
never a bride.”



