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FINDING THE EAGLES
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Bill Anders still flies his collection of vintage airplanes, 2018 (Courtesy of Basil Hero)








 


Space is making a comeback. Cable news networks are once again broadcasting the live countdowns of rocket launches—this time of the privately built rockets of billionaire visionaries such as Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk. Their plans for colonizing the moon and Mars are making regular headlines, and a new generation raised on movies like Gravity and The Martian has gotten the bug for space. In 2017, 18,300 people applied to NASA for fourteen available astronaut slots… all of them hopeful that they might, one day, run their gloved fingers over the surface of another world.


How extraordinary to think that with all the technological progress of the last fifty years, no country today has a rocket powerful enough to achieve the six Apollo moon landings that took place between 1969 and 1972. No human has left low earth orbit or kicked up any moon dust since then. That’s a long time. What, I wondered, do the twelve of the remaining twenty-four Apollo astronauts who either orbited or walked on the moon think about all of this—not just about the state of today’s space program and its future but, more intriguingly, the life lessons they learned from humanity’s ultimate road trip of exploration? While their lunar missions have been written about exhaustively, including their autobiographies, those were written years ago and stopped short of probing the more primal questions each of us has wrestled with. It’s possible, I thought, that as they were closing in on their nineties, they might be willing (even keen, perhaps) to offer the kind of life reflections generated by the accumulated wisdom of their emeritus years. Reflections about courage. About conquering one’s fears. About what constitutes a worthwhile personal and professional life. About the latest information on our home planet’s perilous state and their thoughts on the bold plans of innovators like Jeff Bezos to colonize the universe. I decided to make it my mission to hear what they had to say.


The men who went to the moon remain history’s most elite fraternity. Their extraterrestrial view of Earth from the moon changed them and the world. As of this writing, only twelve of the twenty-four lunar voyagers are alive. Time was running out to talk to them. The bigger challenge I faced was how to reach them.


The improbable answer came on the night of October 29, 2014, with the arrival of Hurricane Sandy, which mutated into a monster that meteorologists needed a new name to describe. They called it FRANKENSTORM! Lower Manhattan was deluged by a fourteen-foot wall of surging ocean water and went dark. In Connecticut, where I lived, uprooted trees and downed power lines cut the electricity to my Westport home. My immediate concern was for my retired neighbor who moved next door to me the week before. I was unaware that he was one of the nation’s leading space historians. When I knocked on his door to check on him, I could see right away that he needed more than candlelight to safely navigate his living room, so I returned with a few spare storm lanterns. The room lit up to reveal the lair of a writer. The center of Bill’s living room was dominated by an eight-foot-long table covered with multiple rows of neatly labeled manila file folders arrayed against open books loaded with sticky notes. Clipped newspaper articles were scattered near his computer, and bookcases gobbled up the rest of the room. Above his small, round wooden dining table hung a corkboard with a single sheet of bold lettering spelling out WE ARE THE SPACE RACE.


“Are you the same Bill Burrows,” I asked him, “who wrote This New Ocean: The Story of the First Space Age?” His big smile said yes. My new neighbor was a Pulitzer Prize finalist, former New York Times reporter, retired professor of journalism at NYU, and the author of twelve books (most on space and national security issues).


Bill and I would share our passion for the moon shots as he worked on his newest book, The Asteroid Threat, which was published two years after we met. Bill (now eighty-one) became more than a friend as he began advising me in this undertaking to give readers a prescription for living boldly (and deeper reflection) from the men who went to the moon.


The ex-journalist in me kicked in to start tracking down the men I’ve come to call the Eagles. Bill, of course, was the obvious starting point. But the only contact information he had was for shuttle astronaut Tom Jones (TJ), who wrote Sky Walking and gave a dust jacket testimonial for The Asteroid Threat. But even TJ had no e-mail addresses for the Eagles, which I soon discovered are known only to a select few who essentially serve as their gatekeepers.


So, who are the gatekeepers? I wondered. TJ suggested going to Andy Turnage, the executive director of the Association of Space Explorers (ASE), to whom he made an introduction. I knew I had one shot with Andy, and condensed my e-mail to him into a few compelling paragraphs about the theme of the book, and gave him a short list of the Eagles I wanted to interview first (among them Apollo 8’s Bill Anders, who took the celebrated Earthrise photo, which gave humanity its first clear look at Earth from the moon, and ultimately helped launch the environmental movement).


Within the hour, Andy responded to my note. I had passed the first test. He liked what he read, and said he would forward my book proposal to Bill Anders and Charlie Duke, the tenth man to walk on the moon. He did not, however, have contact info for the others I had requested.


My query hit its mark faster than I expected. That same day I received the following response:






Dear Mr. Hero,





I’m Dr. Dydia DeLyser, Archivist and Project Manager for General and Mrs. Anders. As you can see, your message found its way to me. I’d be pleased to learn more about your project and plans. If you’d like to speak by phone rather than email, I’m sure we can set that up.




Best,


Dydia








Dr. DeLyser’s note triggered a deep breath of festive relief. But ahead, I knew, lay the make-or-break part. While Anders was intrigued by my e-mail, he understandably wanted his gatekeeper to start vetting me. Anders, my research showed, is a versatile maverick, a bit of a rebel with a scintillating intelligence, and the only astronaut to figure out how to beat one of NASA’s intelligence tests. He has a gift for reducing complex issues to their binary essence and has little tolerance for anything less than excellence. Warren Buffett told me that “every move Bill Anders made was smart” when he was CEO of General Dynamics, and it was the reason he gave Anders his board proxy in what is considered one of the great corporate turnarounds in modern business history.


Anders deals in facts and due diligence. Dr. DeLyser’s job was to find out if I was worth talking to. My job was to convince her that I was. Google searches can give you the facts of a person but rarely a sense of who they are. Before getting on the phone with Dr. DeLyser, I wanted to know more about her. She is an assistant professor in the Department of Geography and the Environment at California State University, Fullerton. She is not your typical academic. As I read through her faculty bio section, it was this eye-catching notation, under her list of research interests, that told me I was dealing with a creative thinker: “How women pilots in the late 1920s and early 1930s used their practices of flying to advance feminism in the post-suffrage era.”


I could see why Anders picked her to organize the history of his life. In a disquieting aside, she recounted the deceptive lengths people have engaged in over the years to get autographs from the Apollo astronauts… including bogus letters from adults pretending to be children dying of cancer, and other sympathy-grabbing devices to get the astronauts’ attention and signatures.


I had no idea how bad it was. Obsessive autograph seekers and stalkers have driven the Eagles (the moon walkers, in particular) to closely guard their home addresses and e-mail information. “People want a piece of them,” Dr. DeLyser told me. Anything to be able to say they shook the hand, or got the autograph, of an astronaut who went to the moon.


Dr. DeLyser liked the fresh approach I was taking with the Eagles, and asked for my résumé, along with a two-page summary of the book to present to General Anders. I sent it off and hoped I would clear the final hurdle.


To my everlasting gratitude, Anders gave me the opportunity to interview him and invited me to his elegant home overlooking Burrows Bay in Anacortes, Washington. I have interviewed presidents and many other powerful figures at length, but I have never prepared more thoroughly than I did for Anders. When I arrived at the gate, he greeted me in his gardening clothes and semi-joked, as we walked to the house, that he’s preparing handicap ramps for the inevitable day when walking will become difficult for him and his wife.


Anders, at eighty-five, is nowhere near that point. What struck me first were his blue eyes, which still have the vigor, watchfulness, and intensity of the ex-fighter-pilot in him. In fact, he says, he’s never really gotten out of the cockpit. Like the rest of his lunar brethren who rode the Saturn V, the mightiest rocket ever built, the need for adrenaline-pumping adventure still beats strongly in his octogenarian heart. He sniffs at the idea of playing golf. Not surprisingly, Anders, who is still thin like all the Eagles, says his daily exercise routine is to fly at least one hour a day in one of the vintage World War II planes his wealth has afforded him. Flying keeps him young.


Similar eclectic tastes in history kicked off our conversation, and we moved quickly to the real-time impact his lunar voyage had on his notion of man’s place in the universe, the anatomy of courage, and the existence of God. Fully engaged by our talk, he invited me to dinner with two close friends. But before heading out, he couldn’t resist having a little fun with me. In his study is his prized collection of meteorites and fossils. “You know,” he said, “geologists say you can sometimes tell the origin of a rock by tasting it.” I was sensing a setup.


“Run your tongue over this one,” Anders said, “and see if you can identify it.” I promptly gave it a lick. “You know what it is? Fossilized dinosaur shit.”


We both had an uproarious laugh and a wonderful interview.


There is no greater validation than one lunar astronaut recommending you to another, and that’s what Anders did when he promised to connect me with Frank Borman, his commander on Apollo 8 and his lifelong friend. Good to his word, I got the following witty e-mail from Bill a few days later on Easter Sunday:






Basil,





The Bunny is bringing you a nice egg this morning. I talked to Frank Borman yesterday and he has agreed to chat with you about your book in Billings, MT. His wife is quite ill and he spends a lot of time with her daily so there will be some comings & goings. You can contact him at the above email or his cell phone.





The same insightful exploration continued with the ninety-one-year-old Borman who, like Bill, still flies his own vintage plane. Borman is as dynamic as ever. In coordinating our interview, he told me he was an early riser and offered to pick me up at my hotel at 8:30 in the morning after finishing his daily workout routine. His day starts at 5:30 a.m. and consists of one hour of weight lifting and treadmill work. From my research of the man, I had a feeling that the West Point graduate, a human dynamo guided by the Academy’s motto: Duty, Honor, Country, might arrive early.


Acting on my hunch, I decided to take an early walk around the hotel grounds. Within five minutes of inhaling Montana’s Big Sky air, I spotted a small SUV pulling into the driveway. A flash of certainty hit me that it was the colonel behind the wheel. He lowered his window, and as I recognized him, the first thing I noticed were his eyes bursting with alertness, the same eyes whose deep space view of the Earth from the moon rewired his brain’s perception of our home planet. He was clearly pleased that I was waiting for him ahead of schedule. We were off to a good start. As we concluded our interview, Frank made this touching admission after talking at length about his wife Susan’s Alzheimer’s: “As you can imagine, I live a pretty lonely life, Basil, and an intellectual conversation is a welcomed diversion, and I really enjoyed it.”


Frank then called Jim Lovell, the third crew member on Apollo 8, who also gave me a revelatory interview. Like Bill and Frank, Jim, who is ninety-one, has the same luminous eyes, which still radiate with the readiness of the majestic symbol that could be found on the mission patches popular with the lunar astronauts: the eagle. With his golden retriever, Toby, sitting at his feet, Jim cited optimism as the most important quality a person can have and says it’s what got him through the Apollo 13 crisis (“Houston, we’ve had a problem”), which was turned into a blockbuster movie. But Jim’s most tantalizing reflection during our conversation pertained to birth and death. It is a singularly original thought, a contemplation that the dean of Yale Divinity School says he’s never heard before and could only have resulted from Jim’s two trips orbiting the moon.


Lovell’s powerful formulation? “We don’t go to heaven when we die, we go to heaven when we’re born.” There are other gems like this from the Eagles, as we’ll discover later in the book.


Sensing that their final resting place in history is just around the corner, the Eagles opened their homes and their hearts in ways that I don’t think would have been possible from their younger selves ten or twenty years ago.


They are intrepid souls whose wisdom has been forged by a voyage and a view of Earth that only they have experienced. “I grew up watching these guys,” says Bezos, who told me in a heartfelt interview that he was directly inspired by the moon landings and believes that the Eagles’ “elder statesmen” status and the “bluntness of age,” as he put it, make their final reflections worth listening to.


“They have a very low tolerance for bullshit. And they’re often very courageous in calling it out,” says former NASA flight surgeon and psychiatrist Dr. Patricia Santy, who has seen (and studied) the psychological profiles of the Eagles.


As an example, some of them call out senators and congressmen who wear the American flag on their lapels, as “false patriots and self-serving jackasses.” They remind us that courage, quiet patriotism, and conquering fear—the real right stuff—all emanate from deeper sources: a commitment to the common good, and belief in something greater than oneself.


They cry out for us to take care of the planet. They urge us to reframe our view of Earth to theirs: no identifiable nations, borders, or races. Just humans, planetary brothers and sisters riding on the Earth together.


Their wish for all of us is to keep pushing the boundaries (as they did) and always, always live life with fierce optimism and faith that, like the moon shot, any goal—no matter the odds—is as achievable as your resolve to see it through.
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The Eagle preparing to dock with Columbia, July 21, 1969
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When Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin took their first steps on the moon on July 21, 1969, their colleague Mike Collins, orbiting above them in the command module, worried about one thing: Would the ascent engine on their lunar module, the Eagle, work properly to get them off the lunar surface? “I was a lot more worried about getting them up off the moon,” said Collins, “than I was about getting them down onto the moon. The motor on the lunar module was one motor, and if something went wrong with it, you know, they were dead men, there was no other way for them to leave.”


Although few people knew it, President Richard M. Nixon had the same fear and was quietly dreading the other televised speech he might have to give. When Nixon placed his congratulatory phone call to Neil and Buzz during their two-hour walk on the Sea of Tranquility, he concluded his conversation with them praying “that [they would] return safely to Earth.” There was much more behind the president’s hopeful request for God’s assistance in keeping the two Eagles safe. What Nixon couldn’t let go of was the warning Frank Borman had given his speechwriter, William Safire. It was Borman who first reminded Safire of the possibility of “mishaps” during the first lunar landing and told him that he needed to prepare a contingency speech for Nixon. A contingency speech for what? Safire wondered. Safire, who would later become a celebrated New York Times columnist, recounted his conversation with Borman in 1999 on NBC’s Meet the Press. “I remember when Frank Borman, who was the astronaut who acted as the liaison with the White House, called me up and said, ‘You’re working on this moon shot, you’ll want to consider an alternative posture for the president in the event of mishaps.’” At first, Safire said he couldn’t figure out what Borman was driving at. “And I didn’t get it,” Safire continued, “until he added—and I can hear him now—‘like what to do for the widows.’”


Then it sank in. Safire would have to prepare a eulogy, which, if ever delivered, would have turned Armstrong’s immortal “one giant leap for mankind” into a Shakespearean tragedy that would haunt the world in perpetuity. Safire went to the Oval Office and handed the contingency speech to Nixon just in case the two Eagles were left to a slow public death. It read:




Fate has ordained that the men who went to the moon to explore in peace will stay on the moon to rest in peace. These brave men, Neil Armstrong and Edwin Aldrin, know that there is no hope for their recovery. But they also know that there is hope for mankind in their sacrifice.


These two men are laying down their lives in mankind’s most noble goal: the search for truth and understanding. They will be mourned by their families and friends; they will be mourned by their nation; they will be mourned by the people of the world; they will be mourned by a Mother Earth that dared send two of her sons into the unknown. In their exploration, they stirred the people of the world to feel as one; in their sacrifice, they bind more tightly the brotherhood of man.


In ancient days, men looked at stars and saw their heroes in the constellations. In modern times, we do much the same, but our heroes are epic men of flesh and blood. Others will follow, and surely find their way home. Man’s search will not be denied. But these men were the first, and they will remain the foremost in our hearts. For every human being who looks up at the moon in the nights to come will know that there is some corner of another world that is forever mankind.





Nixon’s undelivered memorial serves as a powerful reminder today of the range and complexity of the risks the twenty-four Eagles faced with each of their nine voyages to the moon. “Death was always right outside our window,” said Alan Bean, who was the fourth Apollo astronaut to walk there. He also feared the ascent engine might not start, which his commander Pete Conrad suspected was worrying him. “Pete looks over at me and he says, ‘You’re awful quiet over there, Al.’ I said yeah. He said, ‘Are you wondering if this thing is going to start?’ And I said, ‘Yeah, probably.’ He says, ‘Me too, but if it doesn’t, we’ll be the first permanent monument to the space program on the moon.’”


“The unknowns were rampant,” said Neil Armstrong, who gave himself only a fifty-fifty chance of making a successful landing. “The systems in this mode had only been tested on Earth and never in the real environment. There were just a thousand things to worry about in the final descent. It was hardest for the systems, and it was hardest for the crew. It was the thing I most worried about because it was so difficult.”


What was it in the backgrounds of the Eagles that allowed them to risk their lives in space, where no one had ventured before?


How did they conquer fear?


Where did their leadership skills and humility come from?


What was it about their shared experience that made them all see Earth as the Garden of Eden waiting to be rediscovered?


That’s what is explored here with the remaining moon voyagers, who reflect on fifty years of lunar hindsight, what it has taught them and can teach us. None of these men asked for fame. They don’t see themselves as heroes. They are, like the mythic heroes of antiquity, flawed—some more than others, and they humbly admit it. But they remain the only humans to have seen Earth from the moon, and from that mystical perch their minds were rebooted with an altered view of happiness, and the value of time, and above all, a newfound esteem for our home planet.


“Everyone who went to the moon came back a changed person,” said NASA flight controller John Aaron, who was one of the people celebrated in the Oscar-winning movie Apollo 13 for his critical role in getting the crippled spacecraft and its depleted crew home safely. “It was an experience that somehow caused them to reframe, and you could tell they had some kind of emotional, or religious experience as a result of it.”


While some of the Eagles talked privately of a great awakening after their flights, their biographies and chronicles of the space age focused on the ordeals of spaceflight, its risks and technical intricacies—not the transcendental impact of lunar exploration.


By nature, the men of Apollo, mostly trained as test pilots, were not introspective. In their world, where split-second decisions were required to avoid catastrophe, reflective thought could be deadly. Their job was to maintain an icy resolve, “the right stuff,” as author Tom Wolfe described it in his legendary book and movie of the same name, which has become a catchphrase for audaciousness and equipoise.


“The Apollo astronauts were the cream of the crop,” says Dr. Santy. “They were remarkable men in many, many ways; their skill sets were incredibly high.”


As for The Right Stuff, the Eagles, for the first time, comment on both the book and the movie, which they say could have gone further in exploring the layered complexity of genuine courage.


And what about fear? Dr. Santy gives here a little-known example of it when Neil Armstrong (known as Mr. Cool Stone to his fellow Eagles) was running out of fuel while scanning the lunar landscape for a boulder-free area to land on: “When they were landing on the Moon, they had a heart rate monitor on Armstrong. And one of the things that was absolutely remarkable to the doctors was that his heart rate was 160. This is practically unheard of. His heart was beating so fast that’s what we would say are the physiological signs of fear.”


So how did Armstrong work around his fear? It’s a technique described first by Winston Churchill’s doctor in The Anatomy of Courage, a book in which he analyzed fear in soldiers and pilots during World Wars I and II. It’s the same technique used by the Apollo astronauts and, as we’ll discover, the same method used today by the Navy SEALs who trained to kill Osama bin Laden.


Side by side with their physical courage were also examples of moral courage. This is particularly true of Borman and Anders, the former in taking on President Richard M. Nixon over his overtly nationalistic public relations plan for the first moon landing, and the latter in a showdown with the nuclear power industry over safety standards when Anders was chairman of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission.


The psychological profiles of the Eagles revealed two virtues that Aristotle maintained are vital to a healthy society: devotion to something greater than oneself and the pursuit of what he called the common good, which Anders cited as one of the reasons he was willing to risk his life going to the moon.


It is reassuring to know that these men are still filled with boundless confidence in America’s ability to always resurrect itself from setbacks and crises.


The Eagles’ stories offer refreshing hope. As Neil Armstrong said shortly before he died:




Like that of Ulysses, each of our lives is a miniature Odyssey, going to new places, seeing new things, understanding new ideas, and each penetrating the biggest unknown of all: TOMORROW! For each of us it should be and can be an exciting voyage.
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THE REAL RIGHT STUFF: SELECTING THE EAGLES
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Apollo 11 mission patch










KEY LESSONS



[image: image] Be humble


[image: image] Be decisive


[image: image] Be brave, but not reckless


[image: image] Take calculated risks


[image: image] Give your children responsibility at an early age


[image: image] Believe in something greater than yourself




 




Courage involves a risk-reward decision with reward factors to include “Duty, Honor, Country, and the common good.”


Bill Anders






The world you enjoy today was made by these people most of whom came from often economically challenged backgrounds but had a passion about doing something that was important, in this case the space program.


Tom Brokaw




West Point and its motto really shaped me,” says Frank Borman. “I went there an eighteen-year-old kid from a small desert town, and it was a four-year period that really molded my character and my beliefs.”


No matter which service they were in, the Army, Navy, or Air Force, the Eagles were guided by duty, honor, country, in their unrelenting climb to reach the apex of aviation’s pyramid in the 1960s: the Astronaut Corps. That was the place to be. President Eisenhower, who created NASA in 1958, believed test pilots would make the best candidates for spaceflight because they had already been picked from the military’s elite aviators for the most dangerous job of all: testing supersonic aircraft right off the drawing board.


“Test pilot experience was critical,” said Ed Mitchell, the sixth lunar walker. “It was a profession with an esprit de corps and a lot of danger and pioneering spirit. And when you were at supersonic speeds at high altitudes, learning to survive that, and bring your machine back down, that’s the fundamental task. And the higher and faster you flew, the more exciting and dangerous it became.”


NASA put out five requests for astronauts to join the space program between 1959 and 1966. Mike Collins, who was the command module pilot for Apollo 11, was selected in 1962 from the US Air Force Test Pilot School. “That group of astronauts was by far and away the best I had ever been associated with,” said Collins. “There really weren’t any weak sisters in the bunch. They were just an amazingly competent, hardworking, really good bunch of guys.” (See the quick reference table at the end of this chapter for a list of the twenty-four Eagles and the flights they were on.)


By the time the Eagles arrived at NASA’s doorstep for final testing and selection, they were already the proven best of their generation, and the competition was fierce. It was as if the NFL had found 110 fully formed Tom Bradys and then made them compete with each other for seven quarterback slots. Those were the final selection odds for America’s first seven astronauts (the Mercury Seven) chosen in 1959 for Project Mercury.


“I thought I had the best job in the world from the day I entered flight training until I looked on TV one day, and Al Shepard goes up in a rocket. He’s gone higher than I’ve ever gone, and faster than I’ve ever gone, and most important, he’s made more noise doing it. He’s even on TV doing it… how do I get that job,” Alan Bean reflected wistfully.


“It certainly sounded very challenging,” says Buzz Aldrin, “and something that if other people wanted to be a part of this (and this was a noble national effort), then I wanted to be part of it.”


The candidates had to be self-confident but not arrogant, brave but not reckless, independent but trusting of authority. As a result, no group of prequalified alpha males, with extremely high IQs, had ever been more tested, poked, prodded, interviewed, and psychoanalyzed than the Eagles. The foremost expert on the early psychological testing of the Eagles remains Dr. Santy, who in 1994 wrote an expansive, scholarly book, Choosing the Right Stuff: The Psychological Selection of Astronauts and Cosmonauts.


“What interested me most was the personalities of those extraordinary people who wanted to live and work in the dangerous environment of space or on distant planets,” Dr. Santy writes. She worked at NASA’s Johnson Space Center in Houston from 1984 to 1994 as a flight surgeon and flight doctor, where her suggestion to develop a more comprehensive set of psychological selection criteria for the shuttle astronauts got little support from NASA management. When she requested, as part of her research, the psychological data for the original Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo astronauts, the files were inexplicably “unfindable.” It was no secret that NASA management and its astronauts had a historic aversion to psychological testing (hilariously recounted in Wolfe’s The Right Stuff). At the beginning of the space program, however, it was seen as a necessary evil since no one knew how even the toughest test pilots would handle the confinement of a tiny space capsule surrounded by so many dangerous unknowns.


“I had little patience for the psychiatrists,” recalls Borman. “We had to endure a battery of psychological tests, my first full encounter with the mysteries of psychiatry. There were the usual inkblot tests, which implanted in us the fear that if something looked like a tree, it was a definite indication that we were sexual deviants.”


“They gave us inkblots to identify, while psychiatrists asked us crazy questions like, ‘Who do you hate worse, your mom or your dad?’” wrote John Young, who walked on the moon’s Descartes Highlands.


NASA, says Dr. Santy, did not want her to see those psychometric findings—not because there was anything negative to hide, but because they feared the risk of misinterpretation of the data, or possible leaks to the media. Dr. Santy, however, believed those files were necessary to help NASA refine new selection criteria to predict which personality types were best suited for long space voyages and colonization of distant planets like Mars. Dr. Santy can’t say who, but she found an ally in her effort who was willing to give her the complete psychiatric evaluations and psychometric test results for the Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo applicants.


The files are a treasure trove. Except for Dr. Santy’s mostly academic audience, much of the information revealed here will be new to most readers. Because of privacy laws, the individual names of astronauts are never mentioned, and Dr. Santy’s findings are generalized to the group.


As she expected, the tests showed the Eagles were remarkable men on many levels and atypical of the male population in general, particularly when it came to rating their own self-confidence and overall optimism. The files show that 90 percent of those selected for the Mercury program came from loving, stable families and were firstborn or only children who’d never experienced any real failure in their lives. The other 10 percent selected had survived difficult childhoods through resilience and sheer willpower. “Some had stern disciplinarian fathers, and loving mothers, and the usual conflicts with siblings,” Dr. Santy discovered. “What is not so typical is that very few of them had to contend with broken homes, and none had significant mental or physical trauma as a child.”


NASA’s key selection requirements for the Mercury Seven, says Dr. Santy, were that candidates “demonstrate good stress tolerance; an ability to make decisions; an effective ability to work with others; emotional maturity; and a strong motivation for team rather than personal objectives.” The psychiatrist who pioneered the first psychological tests, made famous in The Right Stuff, was Dr. George Ruff, who in 1957 began working at the Aerospace Medical Laboratory as chief investigator of the stress and fatigue section at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Ohio. Ruff and his team had studied primarily military aviators and test pilots, the same group that President Dwight D. Eisenhower insisted the pool of astronaut candidates be chosen from.


Since no one had ever flown in space, Ruff and his team were dealing with a blank slate and zero scientific data for predicting the psychophysiological effects of seven-G launch forces, weightlessness, and other unforeseen sources of stress, which is why chimps were the first to make the trips into space, all with good results. To help NASA’s Astronaut Selection Board find the best candidates, Ruff, who died in 2017, developed the following eight psychological criteria, which really are timeless metrics for overall mental health and, at the time, were groundbreaking in their simplicity:




1. Candidates should have a high level of general intelligence, with abilities to interpret instruments, perceive mathematical relationships, and maintain spatial orientation.


2. There should be sufficient evidence of drive and creativity to ensure positive contributions to the project as a whole.


3. Relative freedom from conflict and anxiety is desirable. Exaggerated and stereotyped defenses should be avoided.


4. Candidates should not be overly dependent on others for the satisfaction of their needs. At the same time, they must be able to accept dependence on others when required for the success of the mission. They must be able to tolerate either close associations or extreme isolation.


5. The astronaut should be able to function when out of familiar surroundings and when usual patterns of behavior are impossible.


6. Candidates must show evidence of ability to respond predictably to foreseeable situations, without losing the capacity to adapt flexibly to circumstances that cannot be foreseen.


7. Motivation should depend primarily on interest in the mission rather than on exaggerated needs for personal accomplishment. Self-destructive wishes and attempts to compensate for identity problems or feelings of inadequacy are undesirable.


8. There should be no evidence of excessive impulsivity. The astronaut must act when action is appropriate but refrain from action when inactivity is appropriate. He or she must be able to tolerate stress situations positively, without requiring motor activity to dissipate anxiety.




Not only did the Mercury Seven exceed the requirements of Ruff’s criteria, but their IQ scores, which ranged from 130 to 141, were exceptionally higher than the national average of 98 (using the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale [WAIS]). The same high IQ scores would be true for the subsequent Eagles who joined the space program between 1962 and 1966.


What stands out in Dr. Ruff’s reports is that “very few fit the popular concept of the daredevil test pilot.” Daredevils had long been a feature in the American cultural landscape starting in the 1920s with wing walkers on biplanes doing stunts while flying under bridges; men (and women) inside barrels doing jumps over Niagara Falls; and other daredevil acts such as sitting on stacked chairs atop steel girders at the construction sites of the country’s first skyscrapers.


Daredevils, some psychiatrists speculated, might have something to prove sexually, which in their minds was clearly not the right stuff. And, yes, in another surprise from the files, Ruff’s team tested for sexuality in their interviews with the Mercury Seven:




Because of the possibility that extreme interest in high performance aircraft might be related to feelings of inadequacy in sexual and other areas, particular emphasis was placed on a review of each candidate’s adolescence. Little information could be uncovered to justify the conclusion that unconscious problems of this kind were either more or less common than in other occupational groups.





In plain English, they were very secure males. By 1962, the lengthy psychiatric interviews were stopped in favor of shorter ones, and there would be no more questions ferreting out sexual motivations. Al Shepard, Gus Grissom, and John Glenn had successfully proven that man could fly in space with no ill effects physiologically or psychologically. They were national heroes on magazine covers with an adoring public. At that point NASA decided it would be a waste of time to collect extensive psychological data (pre-or postflight) that might wind up in the wrong hands and twisted to the detriment of the space program—an irrational fear that Dr. Santy says still exists at NASA.


What would continue for applicants to the program were the final oral interviews, which Anders remembers with pure dread. After weeks of physical stress tests and psychological probing, and feelings of angst and uncertainty about the outcome, he had made the final cut. This was his big moment! A chance to make his final case, like a PhD candidate at an oral exam.


“I walked into this sterile room,” Anders remembers. “There was a row of guys sitting at a long foldout table, which included Al Shepard and Wally Schirra, along with several doctors and psychiatrists, who had my records stacked in front of them.” Dr. Charles “Chuck” Berry, the head flight surgeon, opened the interview by telling Anders how pleased they were with his test results and that he was a strong candidate. But then Berry asked in a very concerned manner about a concussion Anders supposedly had five years earlier. “I never had a concussion,” Anders thought to himself, “so I’m thinking, what’s going on here?” Was this a trick question, Anders wondered, a red herring to see how he’d react, or a test of his honesty? “I couldn’t bring myself to lie, so I thought, okay, I’ll just say I’ve never had a problem with a concussion.” He’s since tried to find out from NASA, with no success, if they had confused his records with someone else’s.


The other test Anders remembers vividly is the same one that flummoxed all the Eagles, an aptitude test on a machine like a massive video game with ten games played simultaneously for a score. Anders quickly figured out that the scoring system was based not only on getting the right answer, or the wrong answer, but on how long it took to make your choice. So the cumulative score was the number of wrong answers multiplied by the time it took to decide.


“I thought to myself, fine, if there’s one of these ten games that’s very difficult, then I’ll just always hit A instead of killing time to decide if it’s B, because zero times any number is still zero. I weeded out the three most difficult games and focused on the easy ones. I think my score was probably 150 percent better than anybody else’s, mainly because the rest wasted time on the difficult games.”


Pete Conrad, the third man to walk on the moon, known for his irreverent humor, enjoyed turning the tables on the psychiatrists, for whom he had little use. He came from a privileged, Main Line Philadelphia background and was a socially secure Princeton graduate who had no fear of jousting with the “shrinkers,” as the Eagles referred to the psychiatrists. Conrad thought the Rorschach inkblot tests, which had been developed by Swiss psychologist Hermann Rorschach, were useless. The Eagles figured nothing good could come from free-associating about their “feelings” (almost a dirty word for aviators with the right stuff) by looking at a bunch of indecipherable designs supposedly configured to reveal your innermost thoughts and personality. To Conrad they were rubbish. When one of the shrinkers shoved a completely blank sheet of white paper in front of Conrad and asked him what came to mind, Conrad shoved it right back at him and said slyly, “I’m sorry, Doc. I can’t.”


“Oh.… And why can’t you?”


“Because you’ve got it upside down,” Conrad responded. The joke was on the shrinker.


Charlie Duke remembers the inkblot tests with equal humor and dismissiveness: “And there was a joke at the time amongst all of us candidates to not say or see anything sexual even if there’s a naked woman in this inkblot… ‘don’t see it, you know.’ I see this, and I see that, but no naked woman.”


The lone holdout in this conspiratorial pact was, not surprisingly, Conrad, who couldn’t contain his glee for another chance to rib the shrinks and turn himself into a Freudian’s delight. Everything was coming up genitalia. It didn’t matter what inkblot card they put in front of Pete, he pretended to see nothing but female body parts and sexual acts. “Oh, a vagina. That’s definitely a vagina,” said Conrad, who handed the card back to the psychiatrist and waited for another one to deconstruct. “Hmmm. This is interesting.… This is a man and a woman doing it.” Conrad paid for his irreverence by being rejected in his first application but was finally accepted in round two when the psychological tests were given less weight. The truth was he was an exceptional pilot with an exceptional mind.


In the end the tests showed that the astronauts who were finally selected all cited a love of adventure, “risk,” and “pushing the boundaries,” as they were fond of saying, but the differentiator from those not selected was their consideration of “calculated risk.” Their interviews showed they all had an appreciation of danger, but with the following critical nuance according to Dr. Ruff’s notes: They had “a conviction that accidents could be avoided by knowledge and caution. They believe that risks are minimized by thorough planning and conservatism.”


“It’s a very methodical, analytical type of process,” Al Shepard, America’s first man in space, said of flying experimental aircraft. “You know what they say: There are old pilots and there are bold pilots, but there are no old, bold pilots.”


Much of this sophisticated risk analysis was the result of being highly educated. Of the twenty-four Eagles, all had bachelor’s degrees (a NASA requirement), ten had master’s degrees, two had ScDs, one had a PhD, and five ultimately attended Harvard Business School’s Advanced Management Program. Five went to West Point and six to the Naval Academy, both of which provided a free education. Not surprisingly seventeen of the twenty-four Eagles were Boy Scouts, eleven of whom the Scouts’ website proudly points out were moon walkers. The Scouts’ venerable motto, Be Prepared, was baked into NASA’s DNA through the marvelous new invention of flight simulators, which the Eagles would spend thousands of hours practicing in for their missions.


Not having a college degree is what disqualified legendary test pilot General Chuck Yeager, one of the central heroes of The Right Stuff, from becoming an astronaut. Yeager, who was the first human to break the sound barrier and was played by Sam Shepard in the Oscar-winning movie version, trained a number of the Eagles as test pilots, among them Borman and Duke.


For Borman, who genuinely admired Yeager’s flying skills, the real right stuff (not the movie version) required keeping your “ego” and “showboating” in check—and not letting it get in the way of the prescribed mission. Ego could kill you, or your aircraft. Borman says Yeager destroyed the NF-104A, which was a rocket-assisted Starfighter jet, because he let his ego cloud his judgment when he flew the plane beyond its known capabilities. The Eagles would never have done that, and Yeager, they thought, was bordering on being a daredevil.
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