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Preface


Preparing for Launch


A Ford minivan rattled down a Dallas freeway at a chassis-shaking sixty miles an hour, no doubt loosening some of the ageing space stickers attached to the windows. As my fingers clutched the sides of the passenger seat, I prepared to die. It occurred to me that, after the inevitable crash, at least a personalised license plate would make us easier to identify. It read ‘WF – A woman’s place is in the cockpit’.


WF stood for the driver’s initials: a seventy-eight-year-old pilot called Wally Funk. Mary Wallace Funk, to be precise, but she refused to answer to Mary. Or Wallace. It didn’t matter either way because it was obvious that she was better suited to flying a plane than driving a car as neither of her hands were on the steering wheel.


Her right hand groped around the back seat, searching for something. The van meandered worryingly into another lane. A piece of paper, wedged behind a visor, caught my eye. It appeared to be a medical form. The only discernible words were: ‘Do not resuscitate’. When my voice emerged it was part shout, part squeak.


‘Put your hands on the wheel!’


Wally turned towards me with a mischievous smile and, all faked innocence, replied: ‘What? Have you never driven with your knee before?’


Meet Wally Funk. A woman born for descriptions such as force of nature, unstoppable and, at times, woman with a death wish. Over the last few years she has tried (unwittingly) to kill me several times and, though Wally might be surprised to hear this, I have also felt like killing her. Somehow we became friends.


We first met in 1997 when I was making a BBC radio documentary called Right Stuff Wrong Sex. The year before, I had read a couple of sentences in a US newspaper making a passing reference to the ‘Mercury 13’. At the time, like so many people today, I had never heard of them. The Mercury 13 were thirteen exceptional female pilots who, between 1960 and 1961, passed the same physical and psychological tests as the Mercury 7 – America’s first astronauts – as part of a privately funded programme led by Dr William Randolph ‘Randy’ Lovelace II.


Wally Funk was one of those thirteen women with the right stuff. The funding, for reasons discussed later in the book, was cut with just a few days’ notice and none of these women ever made it to space.


As a feminist and space fan, I couldn’t believe this incredible piece of hidden history had passed me by. I was determined to bring this story to a UK audience. The programme’s title was a direct reference to Tom Wolfe’s The Right Stuff, a book about the selection and heroic achievements of America’s first (male) astronauts. It was broadcast in the UK on BBC Radio 4 in April 1997. A shorter version later aired in the United States on National Public Radio.


The Mercury 13’s efforts made it into numerous newspapers during the 1960s, but over time the knowledge of these women has ebbed and flowed. Every so often their presence, like ripples on sand, disappears from public view as if all memory of their achievements has been erased. I often give talks about women in space, and whenever I’ve thought, ‘Everyone must know about the Mercury 13 by now,’ a room full of people has gazed at me collectively blank. It’s a stark reminder that the recognition of these trailblazing women has a long way to go.


The aim of the radio programme in 1997 was to shine a renewed light on their story. I wrote a piece for the Guardian on the Mercury 13 and, within the following few months, Marie Claire and other publications followed up the story. Years later, I met someone who had helped set up an exhibition paying tribute to the Mercury 13 at the UK’s National Space Centre in Leicester. Praising the exhibition, I enquired where they’d got the idea. ‘I heard a programme on Radio 4,’ she said.


Wally and I kept in contact after our interview, then lost touch, were reacquainted over the phone, and then hooked up in person almost twenty years after our first meeting. That’s when she started becoming more than a work contact and became a friend. This book includes our meeting in 1997 but mainly focuses on several road trips we’ve made together by plane, train and automobile in the United States and Europe in 2016 and 2017.


Most of the Mercury 13 are no longer with us, but Wally is not only alive, her energy levels are the very definition of life itself. Life doesn’t just happen to Wally. She makes it happen. Her past reveals an insight into her determination, but it is also the bare bones of this particular history. Because Wally is living history. Defining her by the five days when she took Lovelace’s tests in 1961, or even by the phrase Mercury 13, misses out the extraordinary achievements she has accomplished within aviation. It also fails to recognise her lifetime’s pursuit of the ultimate adventure. Wally never gave up on her dream of becoming an astronaut and remains determined to make it into space.


As you can tell, she is a formidable woman. Wally is the sort of character who could shoot, hunt and fish from an early age. The sort of woman more comfortable in trousers and boots than a skirt and heels. The sort of woman who can control a Ford minivan with her left knee. Wally is also the sort of woman who, if history had been kinder, might have been the first woman on the Moon. She has spent over fifty years trying to become an astronaut and get into space and is now, with the birth of commercial spaceflight, the closest she has ever been. It is a desire I can understand.


In 1974, I wrote to NASA as a British schoolgirl enquiring about how to become an astronaut. In a haze of youthful ignorance, I hadn’t realised that, in order to be eligible as a NASA astronaut, you also had to be American. It wouldn’t have made a difference even if I had known. Although Valentina Tereshkova became the first woman in space in 1963, NASA didn’t admit women onto their astronaut programme until 1978. In my own small way, like Wally, I was ahead of my time.


As a journalist, I have enjoyed a life in space by proxy ever since. I reported on space missions for television and radio during my time as a BBC science correspondent. I make space-related documentaries for BBC radio, produce short films on space missions for the European Space Agency, and interview astronauts and space scientists for the Space Boffins podcast.


In December 2017, I even experienced weightlessness during a series of thirty-one parabolic arcs on-board Novespace’s Zero G plane, which is used by the European Space Agency to conduct scientific experiments in microgravity and train astronauts. Of course, Wally beat me to the experience. Her first taste of floating like an astronaut was in 2000. There is a fantastic picture of her upside down on the flight, arms wide and laughing. She was sixty-one years old.


In 2007, almost fifty years after their tests, the US Congress passed resolution 421 ‘honoring the trailblazing accomplishments of the “Mercury 13” women, whose efforts in the early 1960s demonstrated the capabilities of American women to undertake the human exploration of space.’ The accolade, reported in the Congressional Record (no. 90, vol. 153, dated 6 June), also ‘encourages young women to follow in the footsteps of those women and pursue careers of excellence in aviation and astronautics, as well as in engineering and science.’ For some people, though, recognition is simply not enough. There remains unfinished business to attend to.


In 2019, the same year as the fiftieth anniversary of the Moon landings, Wally will celebrate her eightieth birthday. During that year she hopes to finally cash in her ticket with Virgin Galactic for one of the first commercial flights into space. Understandably, she is eager for this new era of space tourism to begin. History, for Wally, will then have come full circle. Let’s hope it isn’t too long before her turn. She has literally been waiting a lifetime – and time is running out.
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I Heard Her Through Grapevine


May 2016. It was quite a welcome and also quite an outfit. Wally Funk, arms and smile outstretched, sported a cornflower-blue flight suit adorned with NASA mission patches and a US flag on her left shoulder. The effect was part pilot, part off-duty astronaut. Not far from the real thing even if, technically speaking, she was a pilot and potential astronaut. Present career combined with a long-held ambition.


Her hair hadn’t changed and was as I’d remembered: short, like mine, but white enough to cause snow blindness. Like most Americans, she appeared to have more teeth than I did. Naturally they were whiter and straighter, too. Age had not changed her figure. Tall and slim, Wally moved with the vitality and easy nimbleness of someone much younger. Now seventy-seven years old, this was our first face-to-face meeting in nineteen years and it appeared only I had aged.


‘Hey, Sue,’ she boomed, alerting everyone in reception to our presence. ‘I thought I’d surprise you. Did you have a good flight? What do you think of the weather? Is it cold in England? I hear you were waiting in the wrong spot. Are you coming round to my house? Grapevine is not far from here. Go and put your suitcase in your room and come to my house. You can meet the cows.’


My brain imploded from the bombardment of questions. Did she say cows?


It was difficult to collect my thoughts. After departing a chilly English spring, the Texan heat had been a shock. Then I spent over an hour, standing without shade in the harsh sunlight after a trans-Atlantic flight, waiting for the motel shuttle bus. I had been at the right exit but the wrong level of Dallas Fort Worth airport terminal. The evening ahead had been deliberately unscheduled. My plan was to shower and have an early night to recover from jet lag, before meeting Wally, who would start presenting my BBC radio documentary, in the morning.


Wally stopped a random guest and handed over her digital camera. It resembled one from the 1990s. I checked the image afterwards. Wally’s right arm reached skyward in celebration. I appeared dazed and confused.


‘Sorry. It’s been a long journey so I thought I’d have an early night.’


Wally’s eyes widened in disappointment. ‘Oh,’ she said plaintively.


I dropped off my suitcase in the room. When I returned to reception Wally was no longer wearing the flight suit. She had changed into trousers and a blue T-shirt showing a Space Shuttle in mid-launch, rocket boosters firing, with the Moon in the background. It was topped by a matching blue satin bomber jacket. On the back, beneath an image of the Space Shuttle on a launch gantry, were the words ‘Kennedy Space Center’. Alongside it was embroidered, ‘STS-93 Columbia, Eileen M. Collins, First Woman Space Shuttle Commander’.


Wally’s minivan, outside in the parking lot, had definitely seen better days. It resembled the Mystery Machine from Scooby-Doo: battered but ready for adventure. Stickers on the windows read ‘Air Force Academy’, ‘NASA’ and ‘We Have Friends in High Places’. She patted the bonnet. ‘Done me proud. Over a hundred thousand miles.’


Before she reversed, I noticed she’d forgotten to put her seat belt on. When I pointed this out, she sniffed dismissively. ‘I don’t like ’em,’ she replied.


Once the van was parked in her bungalow’s garage Wally headed for the back yard. Following her, I discovered that the house backed onto a field. A herd of cattle, alerted to her presence, ambled expectantly towards the wire fence as she began feeding them from a bag through the fencing.


‘Do you want a picture of me feeding the cows? The TV cameras always like that. Come and film me feeding the cows. They come right up to the fence. Do you want to feed them? They’ll take the food right out of your hands.’


She seemed slightly manic, perhaps because my brain was on a mental slowdown and I struggled to stay awake.


‘It’s okay, thanks.’


‘Are you sure? People normally want to film me feeding the cows. I guess it makes a nice shot.’


‘I don’t have a film camera. It’s a radio programme.’


‘Oh.’


There was a brief puzzled silence, as if she was processing some huge misunderstanding. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to take a picture?’


Beaten into submission, I rattled off a few photos on my iPhone and, once satisfied, she led me inside. Every surface, horizontal or vertical, was covered with memorabilia relating to either aviation or space. A propeller was nailed above the mantelpiece. There was another satin Space Shuttle jacket hung on the wall. A wooden Space Shuttle caught my eye, and there were stacks of books and framed photographs of astronauts everywhere. More worryingly, hundreds of loose photographs and highly flammable newspaper cuttings covered the electric rings on the oven.


‘You’d better be careful cooking or we’ll need to call 911.’


‘Ha!’ Wally barked. ‘Open the door.’


The oven shelves were packed with pots and pans.


‘Check out the dishwasher.’


I did. It was full of cleaning products.


‘See – it’s fine, honey,’ she stated cheerfully. ‘I don’t cook.’


‘Not a problem. I cook but don’t clean.’


‘Well that’s perfect! We’ll make a good team.’


As I wandered around the living room, I noticed something else unusual. ‘Why do you have two televisions?’


‘Because one is national and the other is permanently tuned to NASA. Never switch it off. I want to know what’s going on all the time, the launches, the landings. I watch all the girls launch into space on there.’


There was so much stuff it was hard to decide what to focus on next but a miniature set of crystal glasses with matching decanter, inside a glass cabinet, seemed out of place. ‘They belonged to the Queen Mother.’


‘What?’


‘I used to own her Rolls-Royce,’ she added matter-of-factly. ‘The set came with the car but I decided to keep the glasses when I sold it. There’s a picture of the car in the hall.’


Sure enough, a framed black-and-white photograph from the 1970s revealed Wally with a boyfriend, both dressed up to the nines next to a vintage 1951 Rolls-Royce. She was wearing a long white gown. ‘It was my mother’s wedding dress,’ she said.


The man’s name was Michael. He had worked at IBM and they’d been together for about eighteen months. ‘Did you ever marry?’


‘No,’ Wally responded promptly. ‘I’m married to my plane.’


She was now beside a table searching among a pile of opened envelopes. ‘People write to me or send pictures asking for autographs. I’ve stopped signing them because people were selling them on Ebay. For $200!’


She eventually found what she was looking for. ‘I don’t normally have everything out but I did it so you could see it.’ It was a pack of cards issued by the Women’s Air and Space Museum in Cleveland, Ohio. She opened the pack and fanned out the cards until she located one in particular. Wally was the seven of diamonds. The woman beside me, immortalised on a playing card, was gazing dreamily upwards wearing a navy pilot’s jacket under the title ‘America’s first female Federal Aviation Administration inspector’.


As I struggled to absorb it all, she picked up a medallion from another table covered with at least thirty more, as well as lapel pins, badges and space-mission patches. This one was from a talk she had given to the military.


‘Whenever you go to a military base they shake hands with you with a medallion in their hand,’ she explained, ‘to give to you. This one is the biggest I have. I needed to thank the commandant. Never got his card, never got his name but he gave me this wonderful coin. I got into the limousine and showed it to the driver and he said, “You don’t know who you’ve just met, do you?” And I said, “No sir, I do not.” And he said: “That’s the man that killed bin Laden”.’


Welcome to Wally’s world – colourful, slightly dizzying and often totally unexpected.


‘You want to film me talking about this, honey?’


‘It’s a radio programme, Wally.’


Although my intention had been to sleep within hours of arriving at the airport, I had portable equipment in my rucksack and recorded her wandering around her living room commenting on the assorted fragments representing her life.


‘See that pin?’


The memento was framed alongside a photograph I recognised instantly. It was from 1995 and showed seven members of the Mercury 13, including Wally in a NASA sweater, stood in front of a Cape Canaveral launch pad, gathered for a Space Shuttle launch. Wally was in between Gene Nora Stumbough Jessen and Jerrie Cobb, alongside Jerri Sloan Truhill, Sarah Gorelick Ratley, Myrtle Cagle, and Bernice Steadman. They were all the private guests of astronaut Eileen Collins.


Collins, mindful of their history, had invited the surviving female pilots from Lovelace’s Woman in Space programme to watch her become the first woman to pilot the Space Shuttle on 3 February 1995. It brought renewed attention to the Mercury 13 as their story, once again, resurfaced in newspapers across the United States. ‘After thirty-four years, the right stuff,’ reported the front page of the 3 February edition of the Arizona Republic via an Associated Press report.


‘The sex barrier has been broken,’ declared Ratley.


‘Finally!’ said Truhill.


Inside the paper, Wally was shown lighting the long, thin candles of an enormous Space Shuttle-themed birthday cake belatedly celebrating her birthday with Jessen and Ratley. She had turned fifty-six just two days earlier. The launch must have been a bittersweet present.


Next to the framed photo, behind the glass, was a small metal brooch.


‘That’s my Ninety-Nines pin,’ she said, referring to the international organisation of women pilots. ‘It’s the only bit of me that went into space,’ she said wistfully. ‘It went up with Eileen.’
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Two years after Eileen Collins’s launch, Wally and I met for the first time. It was March 1997 and I was recording interviews for my first BBC radio documentary, Right Stuff Wrong Sex. Computers and email were not in widespread use at the time, so I had tracked down as many of the Mercury 13 women as possible, together with associated interviewees, the old-fashioned way via letters, phone calls and contacts. Several of the women had already died by then. Jerrie Cobb, the first woman to pass the tests, was working and flying in the Amazon performing missionary work. Luckily, four of the women located agreed to be interviewed: Geraldine ‘Jerri’ Truhill (née Sloan), Sarah Ratley (née Gorelick), Irene Leverton and the magnificently named Wally Funk.


Irene Leverton, the first female crop duster in the US and a competitive racing pilot, was one of the oldest of the Mercury 13. Aged seventy in 1997, by then she had been flying for fifty-three years and continued to fly while working as a consultant for Aviation Resource Management at her local airport. She was often taken to air shows as a child and, like Wally, made model planes. Aged nine, Leverton told anyone who would listen that she was going to be a pilot.


When the call came for the tests in 1961, Leverton was flying for a company in Los Angeles. They wouldn’t give her the week off. ‘My boss indicated if I went on this trip I was out of a job.’ Leverton went anyway and, sure enough, lost her job. She signed the papers and showed up at the Lovelace clinic. As the chairman of NASA’s Life Sciences Committee for Project Mercury, Dr Lovelace had helped devise America’s first astronaut tests. The physical tests were brutal, putting the astronaut candidates through extreme conditions in order to prepare them for the unknown environment of space. The men who took those tests were all pilots, like the women, and became known the world over as the Mercury 7.


‘I was either very naive or very intelligent,’ she said, ‘I can’t figure out which one. There are a couple of things I remember. One was the ice water squirted in the ears. What they were doing was testing our ability to recover from vertigo. And they time you as I’m staring at this bright light. The eyes are shifting back and forth rapidly, and they stop. Then you can focus and the vertigo is over. That hurt.’


Leverton knew that the Lovelace tests wanted to see if women could meet the same standards as the Mercury 7 astronauts. ‘I felt this was another barrier to push on and there hadn’t been a woman in space yet,’ she said. ‘I was so egotistical, I just felt my physical condition – which was good at the time – would prove to them that women belonged in space. And if one of us could get to go, fine.’


She confessed to feeling ‘a little angry’ when phase two was cancelled. ‘I thought, so what else is new? I thought, hmmm. Some of the gals must have done too well on this test. I always believed I could do anything. That was like the door opening, the Sun shining in, the door closing, and it got dark and it was over. Of course it was a lost opportunity, but with the ultra-conservatism in the country at the time it’s just amazing that that much got done. Thank God for Dr Lovelace and Cochran’s backing.’ The last comment referred to the woman who broke the sound barrier, Jackie Cochran, who was helping the tests financially.


As luck would have it, Truhill, Ratley and Wally were all going to be in the same place at the same time, attending a Women in Aviation conference at the Hyatt Regency hotel at Dallas Fort Worth Airport. As a Texan, Truhill was on home turf and so, at her suggestion, we would record her and Ratley’s interview at Truhill’s home nearby. Wally was available in a separate location in the evening. Leverton’s interview had necessitated a separate trip to Arizona, something I could justify while on a limited BBC budget by writing a few freelance print pieces for British newspapers along the way.


Despite the publicity of their presence at Collins’ launch, the Mercury 13 remained relatively unknown in the late 1990s, and their interviews had a freshness to them. The women spoke clearly, simply, with heart and passion. Proud of their ambitions and flying careers, they were thoughtful about broken promises, indignant about the injustice of it all and, in Truhill’s case, tearful. I’d warmed to Truhill instantly. Feisty and outspoken, she – like all the women – had been ready to perform her patriotic duty and become an astronaut.


Geraldine ‘Jerri’ Truhill showed me a typewritten and signed letter by W. Randolph Lovelace II, MD, from the Lovelace Foundation for Medical Education and Research in Albuquerque. It was dated 14 September 1960. ‘We have been informed that you may be interested in volunteering for the initial examinations for female astronaut candidates,’ the letter read. ‘These examination procedures take approximately one week and are done on a purely voluntary basis. They do not commit you to any further part in the Woman in Space Program unless you so desire.’


At the time of her call-up, Truhill was part of several secret government programmes. She was flight testing the first smart bomb and a military infrared system in b25s and b26s, both twin-engine bomber aircraft. When Cobb called her personally to ask if she could get away for a top-secret project, the answer was: ‘Sure.’ Nevertheless, she was surprised by Lovelace’s letter when it mentioned astronaut training. ‘I was flabbergasted. I was taken aback because we weren’t doing very well, mostly blowing up rockets on the launch pad. As far as people going into space, that seemed to me like it would be years away. But I figured if they could launch it, I wanted to fly it, whatever it was. I was hoping maybe it’d be a plane like the x-15 because women weren’t allowed to fly jets at all. b25s and 26s were not to be sneezed at, but I wanted to get into jets if I could. So I volunteered.’


Truhill gave me a copy of her confirmation letter too, dated 24 March 1961, asking her to come and take the tests nine days later, on 2 April. By then Wally had already taken and passed her tests a few weeks earlier, but Truhill would not have known that. The first time they met was at Collins’ launch over three decades later. Truhill recalled signing papers at a motel in Albuquerque. ‘I absolve the government from any responsibility for my death, being maimed or losing a limb, and there’s my name,’ she said. ‘I must have been out of my mind.’


Truhill’s father often took her on business flights as a child and she loved being in the cockpit pretending to fly. ‘My daddy said, “Now if you grow up and be a registered nurse then maybe you can be a stewardess, Jerri, for an airline.” I said, “I don’t want to be a stewardess. I want to be a pilot.” I thought daddy was going to faint. He said: “Women don’t fly airplanes” and I said, “I’m going to.” And I did.’


Truhill was married with young children when the astronaut testing opportunity arose, and her husband, a decorated World War II pilot, despite originally encouraging her to fly, did not want her to take part. ‘We were having some other problems at the time and this rather escalated it.’ Her husband delivered an ultimatum: him or space. Truhill headed off for Albuquerque to take the tests.


‘When I came back from the Lovelace Foundation I was met at the airport by divorce papers. I think we all sacrificed a lot for that programme. It changed our lives, all of us. We all made sacrifices and all we got for our efforts and our patriotism was very bad things said about us. Janey Hart, whose husband was Senator Phil Hart, got hate mail saying, “Why don’t you stay at home with your children?” Ungentlemanly things. A lot of the girls lost jobs. I think I’m the only one that lost a husband.’


She was also furious about a quote that she’d read in a newspaper, attributed to a NASA official who said he’d rather send a bunch of monkeys into space than women. Truhill believed it was from NASA flight director Chris Kraft. ‘That was one of the kinder things that was said.’


Sarah Ratley had a degree in mathematics and was an accountant living in Kansas when we met. In the early 1960s, when the Lovelace invitation arrived, she was an electrical engineer for AT&T, had 1,500 flight hours, a commercial license and had worked her way through college as a flight instructor. She, like many of the other Mercury 13, had taken part in the Powder Puff Derby – the colloquial name for the Women’s Air Derby – a race across America for female pilots that began in 1947. Ratley remembered ‘the personnel at Lovelace being extremely affirmative saying, “You can do it. We want you to pass.” There was back up, support, just wanting us to accomplish this, to be in the programme. I wanted more than anything else to pass and be a part of the programme. I was young at the time, and when you’re young you think nothing can defeat you.’


She described herself as ‘crushed’ when the planned training in Pensacola was cancelled. ‘The explanation I got was they were not quite ready for us,’ Ratley told me. ‘They felt it was more a man’s field. The women were supposed to be in the home and protected and they didn’t want them taking dangerous assignments. It was just the thinking at the time. It was like Camelot. Women were to be protected and stay and home and be more concerned with their families.’


After our interviews, I asked whether they knew Wally. The conversation halted. It was as if neither of them wanted to utter anything incriminating. Truhill sniffed. ‘I found her a little overbearing.’


Truhill’s comment took me aback, especially when I found Wally gregarious, animated and quick to laugh. Admittedly, Wally’s energy levels were permanently on overload. Perhaps that was the issue.


Although in her late fifties then, Wally had a short shock of white hair. From afar she looked much older, but close up her clear skin, illuminated by a permasmile, knocked off at least a decade. There was also something about her I recognised from my own childhood after spending a large part of my youth climbing trees, riding bikes, learning how to throw stones correctly and playing any sport possible. She was a fellow tomboy. But louder. Much louder. And more American.


Our interview took place later that day at a Dallas Fort Worth airport hotel. She had just given an aviation safety talk at the conference. ‘Is Wally short for anything,’ I asked while switching the microphone on. For a British audience, Wally was not only associated with a man’s name, it was also a comical insult.


‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘Just Wally.’


And that was that. It took almost twenty years before she told me both her birth name and date of birth: Mary Wallace Funk, 1 February 1939. And that was under duress, because without those details I couldn’t book her a flight. Wally’s route into the Mercury 13 was different to everyone else’s. The idea for women to take the tests was first mooted by Brigadier General Donald Flickinger from the Wright-Patterson Aeromedical Laboratory in Dayton, Ohio. His tentative ‘girl astronaut program’ or Program Woman in Space Earliest (WISE) had been scrapped at the end of 1959. He wrote to Lovelace asking him to take it forward. Lovelace agreed, renamed it the Woman in Space Program, and contacted the aviator Jerrie Cobb.


Cobb, then twenty-eight, had been flying since she was sixteen and was a perfect test subject. Her performance in February 1960 was described as ‘extraordinary’ and ranked in the top 2 per cent of all NASA’s astronaut candidates. Lovelace, chairman of NASA’s Life Sciences Committee for Project Mercury, revealed his ‘secret’ testing of Cobb at the Space and Naval Medicine Congress in Stockholm, Sweden, in August.


None of America’s first astronauts in waiting, the Mercury 7, had gone into space yet. In fact, no human being had. But seven American men had already shown they could pass the exhaustive tests devised by Lovelace and his colleagues. Could women do the same? Here was one women who most definitely could.


The media coverage didn’t always match up to Cobb’s achievement or treat it seriously. She was called a ‘Moon maid’, an ‘astronette’ and ‘a number one space gal who seems a little astronaughty’. Some journalists mentioned her 36-27-36 figure. The day after Lovelace’s revelation, the Washington Post reported from Stockholm via Associated Press on 19 August 1960, with a more measured and neutral response. The article was headlined ‘Woman Qualifies for Space Training’ and opened with ‘America’s first woman space pilot candidate is Jerrie Cobb, 28, of Oklahoma City, daughter of an Air Force Colonel and holder of several world records for women flier.’


To ensure that Cobb wasn’t a one-off, Lovelace wanted other equally qualified women to take the tests and his famous aviator friend, Jackie Cochran, became an advisor. All female astronaut candidates, like the men, had to be experienced pilots so Cobb compiled a list for him. Wally was not on it. Not because she wasn’t a good enough pilot. She was a great pilot. Wally wasn’t on that list because she was too young. The minimum recommended age was twenty-five.


Instead, in 1960, a twenty-one-year-old Wally read the 29 August edition of Life magazine. In it was the article, ‘A Lady Proves She’s Fit for Space Flight’. It featured twenty-nine-year-old Geraldyn ‘Jerrie’ Cobb, US Aviation’s Woman of the Year in 1959 and an advertising and sales promotion manager of the Aero Design & Engineering Company. Cobb was ‘the first prospective space pilot in a hitherto unannounced 12-woman testing program’.


Wally read as it explained how Cobb had taken seventy-five tests and ‘complained less than the Mercury men had’. Exclusive Life magazine photographs showed her on a bicycle taking fitness and endurance tests or breathing into a mask to test her pulmonary function. The designated ‘space lady’ was also pictured playing tennis, swimming and kneeling in prayer.


Cobb’s achievement ignited a flame within Wally that remains alight today. She wanted to take these tests too and go into space. She even recognised the name Dr William Randolph Lovelace II. Her father’s doctor back in Albuquerque, New Mexico, the state where she grew up and where the Lovelace Foundation clinic was located, was also called Lovelace. Wally sent a letter immediately to Jerrie Cobb, but, when she didn’t receive a reply, wrote directly to Lovelace on 5 November 1960 detailing her 600 flying hours, her Bachelor of Science in Education and commercial sea plane, commercial and instructors’ licenses, how she’d won the ‘Ninety-Nine award for the top co-ed pilot of the Nation, two years in succession’ at intercollegiate ‘airmeets’, and her willingness to act as a test subject ‘to become an astronaut’. He replied six days later:




Dear Miss Funk,


Thank you for your letter of November, 5.


Enclosed is a card listing the information we would like to have regarding your background. We would appreciate your preparing a curriculum vitae following this outline. When we have had an opportunity to go over this, we will contact you further.


Under separate cover I am sending you a brochure which describes the Foundation and Clinic organization here. Sincerely yours,


W. Randolph Lovelace II, M.D.





A couple of weeks later, at the end of November, Cobb wrote an apologetic letter on Aero Design & Engineering Co headed notepaper.




Dear Wally,


Thanks for your letter of 27 October, and I’m truly sorry for not having answered sooner, but the past three months I have been gone almost continuously on various flying trips.


I was so glad to hear that you are interested in the research program for women in space and you did the right thing by writing to Dr. Randolph Lovelace II in Albuquerque, since he is the one doing this research. There will a group of about twelve women pilots go through the examinations at the Lovelace Foundation within the next few months and I am sure you will be hearing from Dr. Lovelace on this.


Thanks again for your kind letter and if there’s anything I can help you with please just let me know.


With best personal regards, I remain cordially yours,


(Miss) Jerrie Cobb, Manager


Advertising – Sales Promotion





Cobb had identified aviators for Lovelace’s privately funded Woman in Space Program via the Ninety-Nines, a national organisation for female pilots founded by – among others – Amelia Earhart. Candidates had to have a college degree, be under 5ft 11 – or they wouldn’t fit inside the Mercury capsule – and have at least 1,500 flying hours (Cobb had 10,000). However, there was one important difference between the men and women when it came to recruitment. The Mercury 7 candidates were also jet pilot graduates from a military test pilot school. As these schools did not yet admit women, this requirement was understandably dropped. It made sense to bend the rules in this case, not least because the Mercury 7 selection process also broke the rules.


The college degree requirement was considered necessary because becoming an astronaut would involve more than great piloting skills. Astronauts would need to understand engineering too. John Glenn and Scott Carpenter did not have a college degree. Both men were obviously deemed literate enough in science and engineering to make an exception. Glenn, for instance, had been studying engineering at university but left before graduating to join the Marines. The education criteria did, however, exclude one of the best – if not the best – test pilots of that era: Charles ‘Chuck’ Yeager, the first man to break the sound barrier.


The original age specification was, as with the men, for women over the age of twenty-five and under forty. Fortunately, Wally’s experience was impressive enough for Lovelace to take notice. Even if she was four years underage, she had been flying since 1957 and was the only female flight instructor at an Army Ground Forces Air Training School on a US military base – as a civilian at Fort Sill, Oklahoma.


She had grown up at altitude in Taos, New Mexico, cycling, hunting and fishing. She was also an expert markswoman, with a Distinguished Rifleman’s award under her belt, and a competitive skier. Earlier that year she had trained for the 1960 US Olympic ski team in Squaw Valley, California, until a back injury put her out of contention. Potentially, there was no doubt she could have the right stuff to become an astronaut. In a letter dated 2 February 1961, when she had just turned twenty-two, Lovelace informed Wally that she was on the list.




Dear Miss Funk,


Examination of potential women astronauts is continuing. We have reviewed the credentials you have sent in and find that you are acceptable for these examinations. Miss Jacqueline Cochran, who has had extensive experience in high altitude, high speed flight and was in charge of the WASP program in World War II, has been kind enough to review the entire program and has made a donation to the Foundation that will take care of the expenses for room and food up to $100 during the approximately six days you would be here. She will serve as special consultant in this program …





Cochran was the record-breaking pilot who founded the Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASPs), where female civilian pilots were trained to fly military planes to release the men for combat duty in World War II. Now in her mid-fifties, Cochran was too old to take the tests. Brought up in poverty, working in a cotton mill aged six, she was now married to Floyd Odlum, one of the wealthiest businessmen in America. The couple lived on a vast ranch in California and were generous in their financial assistance for Lovelace’s programme. Wally’s letter continued:




We would like you to plan to arrive in Albuquerque on Sunday, February 26, and report to the Clinic Monday at 8.00 am, without anything to eat, drink, smoke or chew (i.e. gum) after midnight Sunday. You should be through the examinations by Saturday noon.





Lovelace concluded by saying:




Only the names of those that pass the entire examination will be released. It is hoped to have the candidates that pass the examinations meet together late this spring.





A few weeks later Wally headed further west from Oklahoma to her home state of New Mexico. She arrived at her parents’ house in Taos in the red Vauxhall car they had bought for her graduation. As she was under Lovelace’s official age limit, her mother drove them to Albuquerque and signed Wally in, giving written permission for her daughter to take part in the tests. Wally then checked into the Bird of Paradise motel across the street from the clinic in Albuquerque. That evening the clinic collected the first of what would become numerous stool samples ‘in a container provided for that purpose.’ Wally didn’t understand the instruction. She told me that until that point she had thought a stool was something you sat on to milk a cow.


When the Mercury 7 took their astronaut tests they did so as a group and bonded together in the face of extreme physical intrusion and exertion. It was different for the women. They mostly took their tests paired in twos. Wally met the woman who was to be her testing partner at the clinic, and together they began a series of eighty-seven different tests over a period of five and a half days. They would be exactly the same as the Mercury 7 tests, but with additional gynaecological examinations.


Wally’s testing partner dropped out within a few hours. Wally never saw her again and can’t even recall her name. The other seventeen women who completed the week – making nineteen in total including Cobb – all took their tests at different times and, for the most part, no one knew who else was taking them. Two of the women were twins, however, and Wally had told another pilot, Gene Nora Stumbough, to write to Lovelace and offer to take the tests too. The departure of her test partner meant that Wally underwent the rest of the week’s tests by herself. Wally shared her schedule with me.


Day 1, on 27 February 1961, began with nothing to eat, drink or smoke and a stool specimen ‘if not previously collected Sunday evening’. Wally reported to the Laboratory Appointment Desk on the first floor of the clinic’s Lassetter building at 7am. She was then allowed to have breakfast before Master 2-Step tests at 8am. This was an exercise test named after a Dr Arthur Master to assess cardiovascular fitness. Walking on and off some steps would also reveal any hidden heart conditions, since it was feared that space flight might cause the heart to explode.


At 9am, Wally reported to Audiology in the basement for an ear examination, then at 10am it was up to the third floor for cold presser tests. Wally had to place her hand in ice water, at 4 degrees C, for three minutes while a member of the clinic’s staff measured her blood pressure and heart rate every sixty seconds. The same experiment was conducted with her feet. Half an hour later, further tests continued, followed by lunch at noon and a proctoscopic (rectal) examination at 1.30pm. Considering this must have been a shock to a relatively sheltered woman from an all-girls’ private school, she was surprisingly matter-of-fact and dismissive about the intrusive nature of it all, even the tests which required ingesting a radioactive material. ‘We ate barium. We had barium enemas. We had enemas all the time, so no big deal, we knew we had to be tested.’


Sinus x-rays were at 2pm, then further tests at 3pm, and pulmonary function testing in Physiology on the first floor from 3.30 pm onwards. In the evening there were ‘no restrictions on eating, drinking or smoking’, but a stool sample was taken either then or first thing Tuesday morning. This pace continued for the rest of the week. During that time, on her own, Wally did everything she was asked to do. She had also agreed to be stuck with needles here, there and everywhere for constant blood tests and, as instructed, swallowed three feet of rubber hose tube to examine the gastric juices in her stomach. Was it uncomfortable? ‘Oh heavens yes,’ she said. ‘It was kind of a shock. I swallowed so many tubes. And I had so many tubes up me. But I could take it.’
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