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CHAPTER AMERICAN LIVES Alan Shepard
20 Space Explorer Who Restored Confidence
Section 2 “It’s a beautiful day. Boy, what a ride!”—Alan Shepard’s first words on returning

to Earth after his space flight, 1961

SRS

lan Shepard (b. 1923) was the first American

in space and the fifth person to walk on the
moon. He helped to restore Americans’ confidence
in the space program.

While he was in the Navy, Shepard became fas-
cinated with flying. He wanted to win his flight
wings so badly that along with naval flight training
he also took civilian flying courses. He became a
pilot in 1947 and three years later a test pilot—a
sometimes dangerous calling.

Soon after the Soviet Union embarrassed the
United States by orbiting the first artificial satellite
in 1957, the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) decided that America
needed to be first to orbit a human. NASA sent let-
ters to the top test pilots inviting them to apply for
the program. Shepard joined the program and after
months of testing was named as one of the first
seven astronauts in Project Mercury.

For the next two years, the astronauts took
classes in astronomy, astrophysics, and biology.
They endured constant physical tests. They patient-
ly suffered through experiments that checked their
responses to weightlessness and high gravity. They
smiled through countless press conferences and
public appearances. Finally, Shepard was chosen to
take the first flight.

Then Americans had a crisis of confidence. In
April 1961, the Soviet Union rocketed Yuri Gagarin
into space. Americans were embarrassed once
again by the Soviet Union’s space superiority.
NASA looked inept—especially later in the month
when it had to blow up two rockets that were not -
working correctly. On top of these disasters,
Shepard’s flight had to be canceled because of bad
weather. Nothing, it seemed, was going right.

Finally, on May 5, 1961, the weather was coop-
erative. Shepard was strapped into the capsule just
after five in the morning. Problems forced a delay
in the countdown, however. Finally, Shepard’s irri-
tated voice came over the radio to the engineers.
“Why don’t you fix your little problem . . . and light
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this candle.” At 9:34 the rocket ignited, and
Shepard was lifted into space. He returned to
Earth fifteen minutes later. His flight was not as
impressive as Gagarin’s orbit of the earth, but
Americans were thrilled. Shepard was treated like a
hero. He was given a medal by President Kennedy
and a huge parade by New York City. Twenty days
later, the President used his success as the occasion
for a new goal: to land an American on the moon.

Shepard hoped to fly a spacecraft again. It
seemed as though he would get his wish in 1963
when he was named to the Gemini program, the
Project Mercury successor. However, Shepard had
developed an inner-ear problem that caused him
dizziness in the air. Shepard stayed with NASA as
an administrator, but he was not allowed to fly.

Five years later, Shepard had surgery to repair
his ear problem. He then joined the Apollo pro-
gram, which aimed at landing on the moon. NASA
enjoyed success with two moon landings in 1969.
Then, in 1970, disaster hit when equipment prob-
lems forced NASA to abort the Apollo 13 lunar
landing and three astronauts almost died in space.
Clouds returned to the U.S. space effort.

Once again, though, Shepard eased Americans’
concerns. His Apollo 14 flight in 1971 was flawless.
At age 47, he became the oldest American to fly in
space and the fifth to walk on the moon. The mis-
sion proceeded so smoothly that, during his moon
walk, Shepard hit a few golf balls. In 1974 Shepard
resigned from the space program and the Navy and
went into private life.

Questions

1. The first seven astronauts were given constant
media attention? Why?

2. From two hours before liftoff until after the
recovery of his space capsule, Shepard’s first
flight was broadcast live. Why would the govern-
ment allow that?

3. Do you think landing a person on the moon was
a worthwhile goal? Why or why not?
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