Yuri Gagarin – a Modern Columbus.
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by Ryzhov Dmitri,

pupil of 9th grade

          Yuri Gagarin possessed all

        the important qualifications:

          devoted patriotism, complete

   faith in the success of the flight,

          excellent health, optimism, a 

         quick mind, courage and resolution,

                                    



       self-control, orderliness, industriousness,

simplicity, modesty, great human warmth

and attentiveness to others.

E.A.Karpov

Gagarin’s life was simple like thousands of others: schoolboy, vocational school student, fighter pilot, husband, father of two children. He was a part of our whole life. But the words “Gagarin character” have become a symbol of will-power, fearlessness, purity.

Now the name of Yuri Gagarin is know to everyone – both children and grownups. His flight into space started a new chapter in the history of our planet – the age of man’s mastering of the Universe.

To speak about Gagarin is both easy and difficult. He was just a friendly man like any other, always with a smile on his face, but at the same time he was extremely courageous and active, he possessed great will-power, many different abilities and gifts.

Gagarin’s childhood and school years.

Gagarin spent his childhood first in the village of Klushino, Smolensk region, and then in the small town of Gzhatsk. His mother and father, the same as his grandmothers and grandfathers before them, were peasants. He was very much amused and laughed heartily when he learnt that abroad someone had started a rumour that he was of noble origin and came from the family of the Gagarin princes who owned many palaces and serfs in old Russia.

His parents were both before the Revolution and did not get an education – as not every peasant child could finish even a four-year primary school at the time. However Yuri remember the people in the village saying that my father had a wonderful pair of hands.

   And indeed, he could work as a ploughman, a mason, a carpenter and a fitter. He taught them, his children, to do the same and children were proud when they could do something by them selves – harness a horse, make a new handle to an axe, or mend a fence.

His mother read a great deal and could answer any question he asked. She always seemed to him an inexhaustible source of worldly wisdom. 

He took his school studies very seriously as he wanted to learn as much as possible.

Yuri went to school for the first tine on September 1,1941, when the war against fascist Germany had already begun. Two forms – the first and the third, had to study in the same classroom in the morning, while the second and fourth forms shared the classroom in the afternoon. Besides children did not have enough copy-books and often had to write on bits of wall-paper and newspaper margins.

There was a war going on, and once, returning home from school, they saw two Soviet aircraft flying low above their village.     

“Look!” cried one of the boys, “one of the planes must have been hit!”

And indeed, the small fighter tumbled first on one wing, then on the other and fell lower and lower towards the ground. The other fighter flew in circles above it like a bird over a wounded comrade. It, probably, required  great effort on the part of the pilot to prevent the aircraft from hitting earth, but at last he landed his plane in a dog on the outskirts of the village. When landing the aircraft broke in two, but the pilot managed to jump out of the cabin.

The second fighter landed in a field close by – the pilot had not left comrade in trouble. Children took the two pilots to Klushino where they spent the night. Next morning they left on the good fighter.

“A friend in need is a friend indeed, Gagarin often heard this proverb mentioned later by former front-line soldiers, by our instructors at the flying club and by the commanders of the aviation units where Gagarin served. But he learnt its meaning much earlier, as the accident with the small fighter and the courage displayed by the two pilots had made a deep impression upon him.    

The war brought us many hardships. The family moved Gzhatsk, life was not easy there either, and in 1949, when he was fifteen years old, he made up my mind to leave school and start helping his parents. Yuri wanted to work at a plant and finish his education by correspondence. Many boy in Gzhatsk did that at the time. 

His parents did not want to part with him, they still looked upon him as a small boy, though they had gone to work like grown-up people at my age. At last it was decided that Yuri would go to Moscow and enter a vocational school there.

At the school Gagarin learnt the trade of a foundry moulder. This is a difficult job which requires not only knowledge and experience, but also physical strength. However he found time to carry out my YCL assignments and even play basket-ball for which he went in though he was not very tall. 

Things became more difficult when he entered an everything school for working youth. It was a time when he felt sorry that there were only twenty-four hours in a day. But Gagarin finished the school, and the management of the vocational school helped me and some friends of mine to enter a specialized industrial secondary school in Saratov-on-the-Volga. There he learnt the profession of a foundryman which has nothing to do with aircraft and space flights at all.

But nevertheless in Saratov Yuri caught the “disease” that has no name in medicine – an irrepressible desire to fly.

How it all started.

There were all kids of circles and clubs at the industrial school. Gagarin played basket-ball and went in for swimming, but most of all he was interested in physics. This was due to the influence of Lev Mikhailovich Bespalov, my physics teacher at the Gzhatsk secondary school, who had evoked a great interest for this subject in his pupils.

At the Saratov industrial school the students studied physics more profoundly. Besides attending lessons, Gagarin was also a member of the physics club where he made two reports. One was devoted to the work of Lebedev, a Russian scientist, on the pressure of light; the other was entitled K.E. Tsiolkovsky and His Theory of Rocket Engines and Interplanetary Travel. In order to prepare for the second report he had to read a collection of Tsiolkovsky’s  sxience-fiction works and many other books.

Like all boys Gagarin started reading books by Jack London, Jules Verne and Alexander Belyayev when he was about twelve years old. But Tsiolkovsky was quite different. The boy was carried away by his far-sightedness and ability to foretell the future. And indeed, everything Tsiolkovsky had foreseen was coming true before their very eyes. K. Tsiolkovsky wrote that the age of propeller-driven airplanes would be followed by the age of jet aircraft – and now they were already flying in the sky over Saratov. Konstantin Tsiolkovsky wrote about rockets, and now they were rising to the stratosphere above Soviet land. “Mankind will not stay on the Earth forever,” wrote Tsiolkovsky, “but in search of light and space it will first timidly step outside the atmosphere and then conquer the whole space surrounding the Solar system.
It was probably then, when Gagarin read Tsiolkovsky’s works for the first time, that his biography as a cosmonaut began. He decided to join a flying club.

When his friends Victor Porokhnya, Yevgeni Steshin and Yuri joined the club, they thought they would start flying in a week or two. However nothing was as simple as it seemed, and they had to study theory thoroughly and develop good practical habits before they were allowed to fly.

Gagarin was fond of flying and jumping with a parachute so much that he could not give it up after receiving my diploma at he flying club. So he handed in an application for admittance to the Orenburg Flying School. And though he changed his vocation and did not become a foundryman, he can say with confidence that the knowledge and professional habits that he had acquired ar the industrial school helped him a great deal in life. And, what is the main thing, Yuri learnt to work in a collective and share the interests of his fellow-workers.

He nearly gave up his dream of becoming a pilot only once.

It was like this. When he was a first-year student at the Orenburg Flying School he received a letter from home telling him that his father had fallen ill and that it was difficult for his mother to manage alone. Yuri suddenly felt homesick, wanted to leave everything, go back to Gzhatsk, find a job at a plant there and help his parents.

He started these thoughts with his friends.

“Don’t lose heart, Yure,” they said, “everything will be all right. When you graduate from the school you will be able to help your folks much better than now.”

His girl-friend Valya, who later became his wife, thought the same. She understood how he felt and on his birthday made him a present of an album of photographs with the following inscription: “Remember, Yura, that our happiness lies with us. Never yield to fate.”

Gagarin wanted to be a cosmonaut.

His years of study in the Orenburg Flying School coincided with the first Soviet achievements in the conquering of space.

When the launching of the first artificial satellite was announced over the radio, a heates discussion took place among my fellow-students.

“Now man will fly into space too,” said one.

“I don’t think this will happen soon – maybe in some fifteen or twenty years. You will be discharged  from the Air Force by the time!” said another.

“And who will be the first to fly? I think it will be a scientist, for a spaceship is a flying laboratory in fact…”

“This does not mean anything. This first spaceman must be a strong and healthy man, like a diver or a test pilot.”

“And I think they will choose a doctor for the first flight, as it is very important to know how the human organism will adapt itself to space…”

Of course the students did not arrive at any conclusion at the time. Each of them made a drawing of the future spaceship as he pictured it to himself. He made one too. But his design was not at all like the spaceship Vostok-1 from which he saw the Earth five years later.

They were particularly struck by the launching of the second Sputnik with a dog on board. “If living being has been in space,” Yuri thought, “why should not man fly there too?”

Time passed. Gagarin graduated from the Flying School, was promoted to the rank of lieutenant and married Valya. From flights there and spent his free time studying theoretical subjects and reading. Stories about pilots were among his favourite books. 

A few days after the third space rocked had photographed the invisible side of the Moon, Gagarin asking to be included in a group of cosmonauts, if such a group already existed at the time. 

It is difficult to say why he made this decision, but now he know that there were a great many similar applications, and not only from pilots.

Gagarin had many things to my credit: he was young, healthy, stood flying and jumping with a parachute well, but still he had little hope. “There are thousands more worthy than I,” Gagarin thought.

So one can easily imagine his joy when he received an invitation to come to Moscow. There he was passed be the first medical board and returned to the North to wait for the final answer.

At arrived the day before his 25th birthday. He was called to Moscow again. He understand what it meant. Hardly anyone could expect a better birthday present.

WHAT A SPACESHIP IS LIKE.
     The group of cosmonauts settled down in a small township near Moscow which later became known as Star City. They soon understood that they had still much to learn and they actually there was not much time left, as the scientists and designers were already finishing all the necessary preparations for man’s first flight into space.
    Specialists in various fields of knowledge were training them for the flight. They studied the foundations of rocket technology, the structure of the spaceship, geophysics, astronomy and medicine. They also devoted much time to physical training – gymnastics, games, diving from a spring – board and bicycle riding. They did this regularly in any weather under observation of physicians.  Soon the time came for special training – in the surdochamber where there is complete silence, in the heat chamber where the air is scorching hot, on the rapidly rotating centrifuge and in aircraft, where conditions of weightlessness were created on purpose.
    The spaceship was being prepared for the flight too. Gagarin saw it for the first time in the summer of 1960, nine months before the flight. Of course Vostok – 1 differed  in design from all later models in many ways, but the basic principles were the same. 
    A spaceship consists of two compartments: a living section, where the pilot's cabin with all the operational apparatus is situated, and a section containing the braking unit which ensures the ship’s landing.

   The largest object in the cabin is the spaceman’s seat with a catapult. It is like the ejection seat of jet aircraft. When necessary, the seat with the pilot can be separated from the spaceship. Besides a catapult the seat also has a life – boat embedded in it, as well as a store of food, a radio – transmitter and a first – aid kit.
   Probably everyone has seen either at the cinema or on television what a spaceship looks like inside. It has complex radio equipment and many optical devices. The pilot can see everything that is going on outside through the windows.

   The glass in these windows is as strong as metal. In order to protect the spaceman’s eyes from the rays of the Sun, which are much brighter in space than on the Earth, the windows have special blinds.
   All the apparatus and system that ensure the normal conditions of the cosmonaut’s life and work, such as air temperature, humidity, oxygen content, etc. are situated in the cabin. One of the apparatus is very interesting. It looks like an ordinary globe that can be found at any school. When the spaceship is in orbit, the globe rotates, and the cosmonaut can at any moment determine over what place of the Earth the ship is flying. The control of Vostok – 1 was perfect, and we greatly admired the work of its designers.
   As everyone knows, a spaceship is launched into orbit by means of a multistage rocket. As soon as the ship achieves the necessary altitude, it separates from the rocket and continues its flight independently with a speed of approximately 8, 000 meters per second.
   The rocket that launched Vostok – 1 into the Earth’s orbit had a total engine capacity of about 20 million h.p
108 MINUTES IN SPACE.
    It has now become a tradition for all cosmonauts to visit Red Square before leaving for the cosmodrome.
    So one cold day Gagarin walked down Gorky Street in Moscow in the direction of Red Square. There were thousand of people around him, but no one knew that a tremendous event, which could not be compared with anything in history, was being prepared.
   Gagarin reached the Kremlin Wall, stood in front of the Mausoleum for some time, then went down to the embankment of the Moskva – River.
   That night he left Moscow for Baikonur.

   Gagarin was accompanied to the cosmodrome by Herman Titov, several other cosmonauts, a group of scientists and a physician.

   Both Herman and Gagarin enjoyed excellent health and were in high spirits. To the very last moment they did not know which of them was to become Cosmonaut Number One. The resolution of the State Commission was announced only when they reached the spaceport: Gagarin was made commander of Vostok – 1 and Herman Titov – his back – up man. 

   Up till April 11 they had been carefully studying the schedule of the flight and all the elements of their assignment. They had to remember all the operations which one of them would perform later on board of the ship. They also tried to get used to the «space diet» which consisted of fruit juices and pastes packaged in special tubes.

   The day before the flight Herman and Yuri were given complete rest. They spent the day at their cottage listening to soft music, recollecting their childhood years, the books they had read and the films they had seen. The Chief Designer and their comraders came to see them. They joked and laughed.

  On the doctor’s orders the pilots went to bed at nine o’clock in the evening. Gagarin slept soundly and had no dreams. The doctor woke them up at half past five in the morning and examined them for the last time. Everything was all right. Gagarin put on his spacesuit and signed the first autographs in his life. Herman and Yuri got into a bus which took them to the spaceport.
   At the foot of the giant rocket Gagarin said good – bye to his companions and took the lift to the top. A few minutes before that he had made a statement which was afterwards published by all the newspapers and broadcasted over the radio. He said: «Am I happy to start on this space flight? Of course, I am. At all periods of history taking part in new discoveries has given man immense joy. I want to dedicate this space flight to the communist society which our Soviet people is already building and which, I firmly believe, will be joined by all people on the Earth. Now only a few minutes remain before take – off and I want, dear friends, to say good – bye to you, the same as people usually do when starting on a long journey. I wish I could embrace you all – friends and strangers, those who are near me and those who are far away!»
    Thus Gagarin remained alone among all the apparatus and devices, and only the radio connected him with the outside world. Of course he felt excited – only a robot would remain calm under such circumstances. But at the same time he was sure that everything would go off without a hitch, and that nothing unforeseen by their scientists and engineers would happen. He thought they were quite confident off him too. All this put together was called «flight readiness».
    What did he think about sitting there in the spaceman’s seat the last minutes before take – off?

   He recollected his faraway schooldays and the day he joined the Young Pioneers. He learnt then that the word «pioneer»meant «explorer», «one who goes before, preparing the way for others to follow». A wonderful word indeed!
    Now Gagarin was to become a pioneer again, to be the first man to overcome the power of the Earth’s gravitation. Of all the bold dreams of mankind, this, probably, was the most fantastic! 
    The rocket engines were started at 9. 07 a. m. As a soon as Vostok-1 broke through the dense layers of the atmosphere, he saw the Earth. The spaceship was flying over a wide Siberian river. And he could distinguish the islets on it and the sunlit banks covered with woods.
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  Gagarin moved his eyes from the Earth to the sky and back to the Earth. He could clearly see mountains, big lakes and even fields.

   The horizon, a band sparkling with all the colors of the rainbow and separating the sunlit Earth from the black sky, was a particularly beautiful sight. He could see that the Earth was convex; it seemed to de surrounded by a light-blue halo, which gradually turned dark blue, then violet and finally black.
   Weightlessness, to which Gagarin adapted him self very quickly, played a joke on him. After making a note in the flight logbook, he let go his pencil and it floated away from him. The string to which it had been tied got loose, and the pencil disappeared under the seat. This was the last he saw of it. So he had to transmit his observations over the radio and dictate them into the tape-recorder. 

   Except for this small incident everything went on according to the schedule they had worked out on the Earth.

   At 10.25 a. m. The braking unit switched on automatically. The spaceship entered the dense layers of the atmosphere. Though the blinds on the windows Gagarin could see the crimson light of the flames around the ship. Weightlessness disappeared, and the growing g-load pressed him back into the seat. 

  At 10.55 a. m., 108 minutes after take-off, Vostok-1 landed safely in a field near the village of Smelovka. 

  He must have looked very strange when he got out of the ship wearing his orange-colored space-suit, for the first terrestrials whom he met, Anna Takhtarova and her little granddaughter Rita, were afraid to come up to him.
  But then the tractor-drivers from the collective-farm who were working in a field nearby ran up to him. They embraced and kissed. During the less than two hours that he had spent in space they had already heard over the radio about the launching of Vostok-1 and knew his name.
PREPARING FOR NEW FLIGHTS
  After the flight Gagarin could no longer walk about the streets of Moscow and not be recognized at once. 
  One day a foreign correspondent said to him:

  “Tell me, Gagarin, haven’t you grown tired of the popularity you have enjoyed since April 12, 1961? Probably now you need not work for the rest of your life…”

  “But why so?” Gagarin asked. “Everyone in our country works, even such famous people as Heroes of the Soviet Union and Heroes of Socialist Labour. There are thousands of them in the USSR and they work hard setting a wonderful example for everyone else. So why should I be idle?”

  After the first space flights they, cosmonauts, have more work to do than before. They continue their studies and improve their knowledge of space travel. They have not left the group of cosmonauts and daily attend classes at the laboratories and classrooms sharing their experience with future space pilots.
  They are wonderful fellows indeed! And it will be both easier and harder for them to fly. It will be easier, because they learn many things from them, and harder because the assignments are becoming more and more difficult and the apparatus more and more complex. 
  Gagarin hoped his fellow cosmonauts would forgive him if he had revealed their common secret: not a single one of them who had already been in space had given up the hope of taking yet another look at our blue planet from the window of a spaceship.
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