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Also by Lily Koppel

The Red Leather Diary


for the Wives who have the “right stuff”


The Astronaut Wives

The Original Seven

In April 1959 NASA’s first spacemen, the Mercury Seven astronauts, were announced in Washington, D.C., and their wives were like America’s first reality stars:

Rene Carpenter—wife of Scott Carpenter; JFK made it clear that platinum-blonde Rene was his favorite of the astronaut wives.

Trudy Cooper—“Gordo” Cooper’s wife; Trudy was the only licensed pilot among the astronaut wives.

Annie Glenn—wife of John Glenn, the first American to orbit the Earth; Annie was what NASA wanted the wives of its seven astronauts to be.

Betty Grissom—wife of Gus Grissom, the second American to go into space on a suborbital flight; Hoosier from Mitchell, Indiana.

Jo Schirra—wife of Wally Schirra, the practical jokester among the astronaut corps; Jo was Navy royalty.

Louise Shepard—wife of Alan Shepard, the first American to go into space; the other wives called her Saint Louise because she was so serene and ladylike.

Marge Slayton—wife of Deke Slayton, Coordinator of Astronaut Activities; known as Mother Marge, she ran the Astronaut Wives Club.

The New Nine

The second group of astronauts was announced in September 1962 to man the next phase of the space program named Gemini, featuring two-man space capsules and the first American space walk. Enter nine new wives:

Janet Armstrong—wife of Neil Armstrong, the first person to walk on the Moon during Apollo 11.

Susan Borman—wife of tough-as-nails Frank Borman; a model of composure at A.W.C. meetings.

Jane Conrad—wife of Charles “Pete” Conrad, otherwise known as “Princeton Pete”; tall and model-thin Jane attended Bryn Mawr.

Marilyn Lovell—wife of Jim (“Houston, we have a problem”) Lovell, the famous commander of Apollo 13 and the command module pilot of Apollo 8, the first mission to orbit the Moon, given a fifty-fifty shot.

Pat McDivitt—wife of Jim McDivitt, Ed White’s partner for the first American space walk.

Marilyn See—wife of Elliot See.

Faye Stafford—wife of Tom Stafford; the Astronaut Wives Club’s top pastry chef and Harriet Eisele’s best friend.

Pat White—delicate-as-porcelain blonde wife of Ed White, aka the “next John Glenn,” the first American to perform a space walk.

Barbara Young—wife of John Young, who many now say reminds them of Don Draper, the fictional Mad Men character.

The Fourteen

The third group of astronauts was announced in October 1963 to crew the upcoming Gemini and Apollo Moon missions. This meant another gang of gals:

Joan Aldrin—actress wife of Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin, the second man to walk on the Moon after Neil Armstrong on Apollo 11.

Valerie Anders—wife of Bill Anders, the rookie astronaut on Apollo 8.

Jeannie Bassett—wife of Charlie Bassett.

Sue Bean—wife of Alan Bean (“Beano”), third man to walk on the Moon during Apollo 12 and a painter; best friends with the other blonde Texan, Barbara Cernan.

Barbara Cernan—wife of Gene Cernan, last man to walk on the Moon during Apollo 17; best friends with Sue Bean.

Martha Chaffee—drop-dead gorgeous wife of Roger Chaffee; resembled the model Twiggy.

Pat Collins—wife of Michael Collins; Irish Catholic girl from Boston.

Loella Cunningham—wife of Walt Cunningham.

Harriet Eisele—wife of Donn Eisele; four-foot-ten, pint-sized, big-hearted mother of four who filed for the “First ‘Space Divorce.’”

Faith Freeman—wife of Ted Freeman.

Barbara Gordon—wife of Dick Gordon.

Clare Schweickart—wife of Rusty Schweickart, the “token hippie” in the Astronaut Office.

Lurton Scott—wife of Dave Scott.

Beth Williams—wife of C. C. Williams; former AquaMaid, professional water-skier at Cypress Gardens.

The Nineteen

Selected by NASA in 1966, the new boys called themselves the “Original Nineteen.” Their wives included:

Joan Brand, Nancy Bull, JoAnn Carr, Dotty Duke, Mary Engle, Jan Evans, Ada Givens, Mary Haise, Mary Irwin, Kathleen Lind, Gratia Lousma, Liz Mattingly, Bernice McCandless, Louise Mitchell, Wanita Pogue, Joan Roosa, Suzanne Weitz, and Pamela Worden.


Author’s Note

To be an astronaut wife meant tea with Jackie Kennedy, high-society galas, and instant celebrity. It meant smiling perfectly after a makeover by Life magazine, balancing an extravagantly lacquered rocket-style hairdo, and teetering in high heels at the crux of the space age.

The astronaut wives were ordinary housewives, most all of them military wives living in drab housing on Navy and Air Force bases. When their husbands, the best test pilots in the country, were chosen to man America’s audacious adventure to beat the Russians in the space race, they suddenly found themselves very much in the public eye.

As her husband trained for every possible aspect of spaceflight, each woman had to prepare for the day when she would have to face the television cameras, when the world would be scrutinizing her hair, her complexion, her outfit, her figure, her poise, her parenting skills, her diction, her charm, and most of all, her patriotism. She had to appear calm and composed while her husband was strapped atop what was essentially the world’s largest stick of dynamite, seconds away from being blasted off into space.

To help cope with the astronomical pressures of publicity, the wives couldn’t turn to their husbands, who were too busy training, or to NASA, which was too busy figuring out how to get their husbands to the Moon. So the wives turned to each other.

Louise Shepard, wife of the first American to go into space, had learned the hard way that she needed to prevent overeager photographers from pressing a lens to her window and sneaking a shot of her living room. Drawing curtains against the press was only the first of many tips, tactics, and secrets that would be passed among the astronaut wives, for enduring what was known to the public as the launch report, but which one of the wives renamed the Death Watch.

Years later, by the time NASA put a man on the Moon, this excruciating pageant, with the wives’ photogenic children, helpful neighbors, and publicity-seeking preachers, had evolved into a gathering somewhere between a celebration and a wake. In a singular Houston neighborhood known as Togethersville, this diverse group of women—over coffee and cigarettes, champagne and cocktails, tea and Tupperware, society balls and splashdown parties—shared laughter and tears, triumph and tragedy as their husbands streaked through space.

The Astrowives learned that they needed to comfort each other during the agonizing minutes, hours, and days they had to wait at home for their husbands’ safe return to Earth. They brought potluck spreads—Jell-O molds, casseroles, frosted cupcakes stuck with little American flags, lasagna, deviled eggs, pigs in blankets, strawberry angel cake, marshmallow brownies, and homemade “Moon Cake,” a coconut cream pie topped with meringue swirled to look like the lunar surface. There was always champagne on hand, ready to be popped upon a successful splashdown. The wives dressed in their fashionable best: Doris Day–like finery for the Mercury missions, ’60s mod for Gemini, and ’70s suburban psychedelic for Apollo. Life magazine had been awarded exclusive coverage of the astronauts, and always sent its top photographers to cover them.

In the home of the lucky woman whose husband was “going up,” each wife was assigned her duty. One manned the coffeepot while another dumped out heaping ashtrays, chain-smoking being the occupational hazard of the Astrowives. Solidarity was essential; who but another Astrowife could understand what the wife of the moment was enduring? Of course the harrowing worry and stress was the wife’s alone. If she did ever care to share it, newsmen were stationed right outside, eager for a quote.

The ever-growing group of astronaut wives relied on each other more and more to negotiate their own roles at the forefront of history. As next-door neighbors in the space burbs, they kept each other grounded while their husbands headed to the Moon.

“We formed our own traditions as we went along,” said Marge Slayton, who was essential in organizing the wives’ get-togethers, “and they were good traditions.”

The astronaut wives instituted official monthly coffees and teas; everyone knew their unspoken promise: “If you need us, come.”

The story of the astronauts has been told many times, but this is the first time the wives’ story has been told. We have heard and seen so much about the technological aspects of the space race, but not enough about the extraordinary day-to-day lives the wives experienced behind the scenes.

This book tells the story of the women behind the spacemen, from Project Mercury of the Kennedy Camelot years (1959 to 1963, which launched the first American into space and eventually into orbit around the Earth), to the Gemini missions (1962 to 1966, notable for two-man space travel and the first U.S. space walk), through the Apollo program (1961 to 1972), which finally landed a man on the Moon.

Ultimately, the wives’ story is about female friendships and American identity. While their husbands were launched into space, they were being launched as modern American women. If not for the wives, the strong women in the background who provided essential support to their husbands, man might never have walked on the Moon.
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