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“Man must rise above the Earth 
– to the top of the atmosphere and beyond – 
for only then will he fully understand 
the world in which he lives.”

SOCRATES, 469–399 BC
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THE ORIGINAL “MERCURY 7” ASTRONAUTS DURING SURVIVAL TRAINING, NEVADA, 1960.
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MR-3. SHEPARD (L) ENJOYS A PRE-LAUNCH BREAKFAST OF STEAK AND EGGS WITH GLENN.
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MR-3. SHEPARD RECEIVES ENCOURAGEMENT FROM GRISSOM IN THE WHITE ROOM.
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MR-4. GRISSOM APPROACHES HIS REDSTONE ROCKET. THE GANTRY ELEVATOR IS RIGHT.
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MA-6. GLENN ENTERS THE ALTITUDE CHAMBER IN HANGAR S.
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MA-6. JOHN GLENN DURING TRAINING. HIS GLOVE’S FINGERTIP LIGHTS ARE VISIBLE.
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MA-6. GLENN LEAVES HANGAR S ON LAUNCH DAY.
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MA-7. CARPENTER DURING A SUIT-UP EXERCISE WITH TECHNICIAN JOE SCHMIDT.
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MA-8. SCHIRRA CHATS WITH DEKE SLAYTON DURING LAUNCH DAY SUIT-UP.
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MA-9. COOPER LEAVES HANGAR S TO BOARD THE TRANSFER VAN ON LAUNCH DAY.
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GT-3. GRISSOM (L) AND YOUNG DURING WATER EGRESS TRAINING.
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THE GT-3 CREW APPROACH THE ELEVATOR AT LC-19, MARCH 23, 1965.
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GT-4. WHITE (L) AND MCDIVITT ARE STRAPPED INSIDE THEIR CAPSULE PRE-LAUNCH.
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THE GT-5 CREW WALK UP THE RAMP TO THE ELEVATOR AT LC-19.
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GT-6A’S WALLY SCHIRRA WITH HIS T-38 JET, 1963.
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GT-7’S FRANK BORMAN RECEIVES ADVICE FROM SHEPARD IN THE SUIT-UP TRAILER.
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GT-8. SCOTT (L) AND ARMSTRONG IN THE WHITE ROOM DURING A SIMULATED LAUNCH.
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GT-8’S NEIL ARMSTRONG IS ASSISTED BY SUIT TECHNICIAN JIM GARREPY ON LAUNCH DAY.
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GT-8. NEIL ARMSTRONG, INSIDE HIS CAPSULE DURING PRE-LAUNCH ACTIVITIES.
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THE ORIGINAL GT-9 CREW, ELLIOT M. SEE (L) AND CHARLES A. BASSETT.
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GT-9A. A VISUAL GAG PLAYED ON CERNAN (L) AND STAFFORD IN THE WHITE ROOM.
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GT-10. YOUNG (L) AND COLLINS ENJOY A LATE BRUNCH PRE-FLIGHT.
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GT-11 PRIME AND BACK-UP CREW AT THE CAPE’S GEMINI MISSION SMULATOR.
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GT-12. ALDRIN IN THE “GOLDEN SLIPPERS” DURING NEUTRAL BUOYANCY UNDERWATER TRAINING.









PREFACE

Since the dawn of civilization, we could only look up to the heavens. The space pioneers of the 1960s harnessed new rocket technology to break the bonds of gravity and allowed us, for the first time, to look down at Earth and truly consider our place in the universe.

Project Mercury was NASA’s first human spaceflight program. It operated from 1958 to 1963 and its objective was to put a man into orbit and return him safely to Earth, ideally before the Soviet Union. In addition to many uncrewed test flights, six one-man Mercury missions were successfully completed. Project Gemini then took over and continued until 1966. Its objective was to test new hardware and develop spaceflight techniques that would be necessary to allow the U.S. to reach for the Moon, before the end of the decade, with Project Apollo. The ten two-man Gemini missions were conducted at a remarkable pace – all taking place between March 1965 and November 1966.

Despite the unique vantage point and extraordinary views promised during the very first human spaceflights, NASA didn’t fully embrace space photography as it risked being a distraction for the men they had selected to make these bold new ventures into the unknown. It wasn’t even clear how the human body would cope with the rigors of spaceflight, and the astronauts had enough mission-critical activities to focus on during their short, groundbreaking voyages. Their tiny capsules weren’t conducive to storing, preparing and operating additional equipment. One of the first Soviet space travelers, Alexei Leonov, strapped a small set of colored pencils to his spacesuit in order to capture the spectacular display of an orbital sunrise, so that he could share his privileged viewpoint with the world upon his return. And so it was often the astronauts themselves who pushed the case for photography to record their cosmic observations.

When an early NASA memo summed up its initial apathy (“If an astronaut desires, he may carry a camera”), some purchased their own, basic equipment. With these hastily adapted cameras, and little photographic training, they captured some of the first ever tantalizing views of the curvature of Earth from space, through the small windows of their ships. And when John Glenn lifted his camera to his window, during the first U.S. orbital flight, he took the first photographs of sunrise and sunset from above the atmosphere. NASA’s appreciation for space photography developed throughout the programs, and on the later Gemini missions, with more time and space, better equipment and training, and from altitudes way beyond those experienced today on the International Space Station, these early human space explorers returned some of the finest images of our home planet ever captured on film.

For the first time we were able to look back at Earth, experiencing the “overview effect,” the cognitive shift that elicits an intense emotional experience upon seeing our home planet from space for the first time. The film returned by these first astronauts is some of the most important and valuable in existence. Although copies were made, NASA was slow to appreciate the intrinsic value of the original film, even scribbling frame numbers and other information over it with felt pen, and much of the early film shows signs of inappropriate handling and storage. As time progressed, the importance of the originals became more apparent and they were secured in a frozen vault, in Building 8 at Johnson Space Center, Houston, to help maintain their condition. Over the six decades since, almost all of the images seen by the public from this pivotal era in our history, have been copies of master duplicates, or copies of copies, leading to the gradual degradation of the quality of the images we see. In recent years, however, the “holy grail” – the original flown film – for each mission has been removed from the freezer, thawed, cleaned, and digitally scanned.

There is a treasure trove of almost 5,000 photographs from Project Mercury and Project Gemini. Since they were taken in an era when photography was purely analog – requiring light-sensitive chemistry, film and paper – digital scans of the transparencies need additional digital processing to bring out their hidden details. The images in this book are derived from the new, raw scans of the original flight film. I have digitally restored and remastered them using image-enhancement technology and techniques, to present them in unprecedented detail and clarity. Having inspected all 5,000 frames in NASA’s archive, I have selected images based on those which most effectively represent the Mercury and Gemini programs, and of our first forays into space.

On the very first flights, during Project Mercury, 16mm “movie” cameras were integrated into the capsule’s instrument panel. These “Pilot Observer” cameras captured the astronauts, inside their tiny cockpit, during every phase of their trailblazing mission. During Project Gemini, the 16mm cameras were pointed through the windows to capture key sequences of events, such as vehicle rendezvous and docking, for technical assessment, or the astronauts’ spacewalks, to assess how effectively a man could operate out in the void of space. Their wider angle lenses also captured brief moments inside the spacecraft. Despite the captivating glimpses of such historic events afforded by the 16mm cameras, the footage suffers from comparatively more noise and a lack of detail inherent in smaller-format film. Some of the film was also severely damaged by water ingress as the capsules splashed down in the ocean.

I have undertaken a rigorous and transformative process to restore and enhance this footage and included the results alongside the still photographs. I have applied an image-stacking technique, often employed in astrophotography, to the highest-quality, uncompressed HD digital transfers of this film. Over recent years, I have developed a process to also apply this principle effectively to more dynamic scenes. As many as several hundred separate frames are stacked, aligned and processed to produce a more photo-like output, revealing detail that had been lost for 60 years. I have inspected the source film in its entirety, in places frame by frame, to identify key detail. The innate desire to see inside the first spacecraft that lifted us out of our cradle to explore the unknown and to observe life aboard these most historic journeys drove my selection. Here you will find scenes well suited to the stacking technique, those that reveal significant historical moments, or that create a sense of intimacy, or those that reveal fascinating details of the spacecraft interior with its myriad analog dials and switches. Not only can we now clearly see what the first astronauts observed from their heavenly perspective, but we can see the explorers themselves, as they undertake some of the most daring and important voyages in our history.

I have used mission transcripts of air-to-ground voice transmissions and onboard tape recordings, flight reports, indicators in the imagery, and astronaut interviews to reconstruct every mission. As such, within each chapter, but for a few exceptions, I have made every effort to present the images chronologically. I have attributed credit to the appropriate photographer, outlined the content conveyed, and included pertinent quotes from those who were there at the moment the images were captured, in order to add context and perspective to the scene and to help better comprehend what it would be like to witness the events first hand. Following the images and captions in sequence tells not only the story of each mission, but also the whole progression from our first ever glimpses of the curvature of Earth, through to learning all of the key spaceflight techniques required to enable the Apollo program to take the next giant leap and reach for the Moon. These techniques are still used during spaceflight today – Mercury and Gemini paved the way.

The photographs taken throughout the programs were of immense scientific value. Although the photographers and cameras were viewed more as simple data recorders and scientific tools, they captured images of striking beauty that transcend documentation. My aim here is to present the best of the thousands that were captured, in the greatest detail and clarity attainable, so that we may better comprehend the endeavor and imagine making the incredible journeys ourselves. The imagery and captions also present the opportunity to recount some of the remarkable human stories and human drama that unfolded during these bold missions, as the U.S. and the Soviet Union vied for supremacy in space. The first man in space, Yuri Gagarin, described his mission as an unprecedented, single-handed, “duel with nature.” It was the broader duel between East and West that drove technological developments at an extraordinary pace. Project Gemini averaged a flight every two months, for almost two years. Each groundbreaking mission built on the last; pushing the limits of technology and the extremes which the human body could withstand in order to effectively function in the hazardous, inhospitable environment beyond Earth’s protective blanket.

These first men who boldly ventured into the black void of space in their tiny, rudimentary capsules were rewarded with the breathtaking views of Earth only dreamed of since humans first looked to the heavens. They witnessed the true beauty and fragility of our home planet, the cradle of civilization, from a cosmic vantage point. The photographs returned by the astronauts are a poignant reminder of this golden era of exploration, and that the beauty of science, and of discovery, transcends generations and political divides. Thanks to the remastered film, we can now join them on their voyage into outer space, witness their “duels with nature” and peer out of the small windows of their spacecraft.
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