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    On being alone on the far side of the moon:

I feel this [feeling] powerfully—not as fear or loneliness—but as awareness, anticipation, satisfaction, confidence, almost exultation.

—Michael Collins, Carrying the Fire

Heroes abound, and should be revered as such, but don’t count astronauts among them. We work very hard; we did our jobs to near perfection, but that was what we had hired on to do.

—Michael Collins, 2009 NASA statement



Introduction


ANOTHER HERO

Glance up into the sky from just about anywhere on Earth (as long as it’s nighttime, and as long as it’s not too cloudy) . . . and you can see the moon. This giant space rock has been spinning around Earth for 4.5 billion years or so. Human beings like you have been looking up at the moon for only about 300,000 of those years. That’s still a pretty long time.

For 299,950 of those years, staring up at the moon was all any of us could ever do. Flying up there and standing on it? The stuff of dreams.

. . . until those dreams came true on July 20, 1969—that day, two members of our species climbed out of a metal contraption and stood on the moon. Those two astronauts—Neil Armstrong and Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin—instantly became world famous. For all of history, they will always be the first men on the moon. Their courage was cheered from America to Timbuktu. They became heroes.

However, another human being was up there too. Michael Collins didn’t get to walk on the moon, but without him the other two heroes would not have come back. That first mission to the moon, Apollo 11, was a three-person job . . . this book is about person number three, who in our eyes is just as much a hero as the other two gents.

Of course, Collins has said over and over again that he doesn’t think he’s a hero. Lots of heroes say that, actually. It’s one of the things that unite them as heroes. They usually don’t think what they’re doing is really special. They think that they’re just doing a job that needs to be done. But we believe that celebrating such people is important. By learning more about the heroes who have not been in the spotlight, we can know more about our history. We can see how we arrived at this point and, perhaps more important, how we can form our future.

The Apollo 11 trip was actually the second into space for Collins, after a career as a daring test pilot. On an earlier mission for the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), he was one of the first people to “walk” in space. He helped improve the special suits worn by Apollo astronauts. After his time as an astronaut, he led the drive to create one of the most popular museums in the world.

When you think about it, Michael Collins has lived such a full and amazing life that he would have been a hero even if he had never left Earth. Number three? How about number one?



1.


A YOUNG WORLD TRAVELER

When he was a kid, Michael Collins didn’t grow up wanting to be an astronaut. There was a good reason for that. There were no astronauts when he was a kid. In fact, the first airplane had flown just twenty-seven years before his birth. When he was born, flying to the moon was something you read about in science fiction. It was not something you thought could be your job.

Later in his life, Collins did fly around the world, in more ways than one. He was born on Halloween, October 31, 1930, in Rome, Italy. That didn’t make him Italian, though. His father, Major General James Lawton Collins, was an officer in the United States Army. He had been one since before World War I. One of his first assignments had been to help the famous General John “Black Jack” Pershing chase down a Mexican bandit called Pancho Villa. James Collins then served in World War I. As Collins rose through the military ranks, the army sent him to different posts around the world. His family went along with him. Michael was very young when his family left Italy. They moved to Oklahoma first, then soon moved again, this time to New York City. Military families in the city lived on Governors Island. Michael could see the Statue of Liberty from there, as well as the skyscrapers of Manhattan.

Next stop was San Antonio, Texas. It was in Texas that Michael says he first started loving airplanes. He would sit and watch them take off and land at a small airfield near his house. He wondered what it would be like to be up there in the sky. He also started building model airplanes. His first was a one-seat racing airplane called a Gee Bee. He also enjoyed reading science fiction. “I was a big Buck Rogers fan and I used to prowl around in the caverns of Mongo,” the planet that was the scene of many of the fictional Rogers’s adventures.1

In 1940, General Collins became the head of army forces in Puerto Rico. The Collins family was on the move again. Michael loved his exotic new home. His family lived in a building called Casa Blanca, which means “White House.” This large white home was one of the oldest buildings in the Americas. People had lived in it since 1530!

Puerto Rico amazed Michael. There he saw animals such as lizards and tropical fish. His house had a huge garden, too, filled with wild green plants. He also learned tough lessons when he ate local foods that did not agree with his American stomach.

In Puerto Rico the airplane-loving boy finally got to ride in the sky. He and his father got a ride in a Grumman Widgeon. (A widgeon is a type of duck.) Michael got to sit in the copilot’s seat and even steered the plane for a few moments. It was a thrill, and one he looked forward to repeating.

In 1941 the United States entered World War II. The army needed experienced officers to help run the war. General Collins was called to work in Washington, DC, at the Pentagon. That’s the headquarters of the US armed forces. The Collins family left beautiful Puerto Rico behind and once again followed General Collins as he served his country. Michael’s father wasn’t the only one in the family to serve his country in this way. Michael’s older brother, James, was by then a cadet at West Point, the United States Military Academy; and General Collins’s brother Joseph was one of the senior commanders in Europe during World War II. Michael also had two sisters, Virginia and Agnes. The family lived in Virginia, outside DC.

Michael attended high school at St. Albans, a small private school. He was a good math student and was also on the wrestling team. He was not a big teenager, more on the skinny side. But he loved the action of sports and played on the offensive line for the football team.

After high school there was really only one place that Michael wanted to go. He wanted to continue a family tradition and serve his country. His good grades and family connections helped earn him an appointment to West Point.

The US Military Academy

America trains its army officers at this school in West Point, New York. The school first opened in 1802 on the banks of the Hudson River. Students are called cadets and are actually junior army officers when they start school. They study science, literature, and math but also military history and leadership.

When they graduate, they have to serve at least five years in the military.

Many of America’s most famous generals studied there. Civil War generals Ulysses S. Grant of the Union army and Robert E. Lee of the Confederate army both graduated from West Point. General John Pershing led the US forces in World War I, and General Dwight D. Eisenhower led Allied forces in World War II. Both men attended West Point.

Other branches of the military have their own schools. The US Naval Academy is in Annapolis, Maryland. The US Air Force Academy is in Colorado Springs, Colorado. And the US Coast Guard Academy is in New London, Connecticut.



2.


LEARNING TO FLY

Michael joined the West Point Corps of Cadets in 1948. For his first year, as a freshman, he was called a plebe. The first-year students did lots of marching and had to follow orders from older students. West Point students, all men at the time, took classes in math, science, and literature, like most college students. They also studied military tactics. That is, they learned the skills they would need to lead men in combat. Michael has never said much about his time at West Point. His grades at graduation put him just outside the top third of his class, though. And then he had a decision to make.

At this time, in 1952, the US Air Force was still fairly new. It had grown out of a part of the army that flew planes and that had fought so well in World War II. In the new jet age after the war, the country needed a separate fighting force in the air. The Air Force Academy, however, did not open until 1954. To get officers for the new air force, the Pentagon allowed some West Point grads to join the new service. Collins remembered his youthful love of airplanes. He also realized that some people in the army might think he was getting special treatment. By now his uncle Joe was the army chief of staff, basically the boss of the entire army. Michael’s father had retired as a two-star general. His brother had become a colonel, and two cousins were high-ranking officers. Michael loved the army, but he realized he had another way to serve. He chose to join the US Air Force. It was his first step to becoming an astronaut, but he didn’t know it at the time.

The US Air Force

The first airplane flew in 1903. The first military airplane came along just six years later. Airplanes have been a big part of the US armed forces ever since. During World War I and until the end of World War II, airplanes were part of the army, and so the US Army Air Forces was created.

Following the war, a new branch just for airplanes was born. The US Air Force came into being in 1947. Today it has bases all over the world and flies everything from small propeller planes to enormous cargo craft. The service’s most famous airplane is Air Force One, used only by the president of the United States.

In fact, Michael almost never made it into the pilot’s seat. To enter the air force’s pilot-training program, he had to take medical tests. One of them checked his eyesight. The first time he took one of the eye tests, he flunked! But the doctors gave him a second chance. Like the good student he was, he got information on eye exercises and worked hard for a week. When he took the eye test again, he passed. Next stop: pilot school.

Michael took to flying like a fish takes to water. He learned in a single-engine plane called a T-6 Texan. The air force assigned him to bases in Mississippi and Texas. He is left-handed, and many flight controls use the pilot’s right hand. But he practiced on the ground and in the air, and soon was soaring through the sky. He later flew in his first jet airplane, a T-33.

His success at that first pilot school led to a special new posting. In 1950 the United States had joined other countries in fighting the Korean War. That war was the first in which both sides had jet fighter airplanes. So Collins was sent to learn to fly these kinds of planes at Nellis Air Force Base in Las Vegas.

As he battled through the intense training, Collins began to realize more than ever the danger of his job. He was in Las Vegas for about three months. In that time, more than twenty pilots were killed in training accidents. Still, Michael kept flying. He was learning to pilot the air force’s F-86 Sabrejet. It had room for one pilot and flew as fast as 690 miles per hour. It was designed to shoot guns at other fighter jets and to drop bombs on enemy targets. In training the student pilots zigged and zagged high above the empty desert. They learned to aim at enemy fighters but also to avoid them when being chased.

Michael avoided the accidents, learned his lessons, and became a fighter pilot. By the time he finished training, however, the Korean War had ended. So he began another winding path around the world. Just as he had done when he was a kid, he went wherever the US military sent him.
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