ONE GIANT LEAP FOR A SPACE FAN
Tim Gagnon, Titusville, FL

I became interested in insignia when I was a young boy.   My Dad was career Army and he had a collection of insignia of the different units he was with from WW II on.  In the early 60's he was assigned to a Nike Missile Battery with the CT Army National Guard.  It was the time of his career he enjoyed the most and my brothers and I were interested too.  Our Dad (Al) was firing rockets for a living.   Even though his missiles were a lot smaller than the rockets NASA was using in Project Mercury and Project Gemini, it didn't matter to me.  Every year he would have to travel to White Sands Missile Range in New Mexico for training.  It sometimes seemed like he was gone forever.  One year he came back with a NASA patch for me.  He had seen a Mercury spacecraft on display and he met a few NASA types.    

Later that year I discovered AB Emblem.  Wow, the "official" supplier of NASA patches was making them available for us regular folks!  I ordered every one of them.  I forget what they cost, but (being 1966) it was probably $1 or $2 each.   I remember the day they arrived.  I was both thrilled and hooked.  Since that time I have added a mission patch for every flight that humans took into space.  I've not always purchased from AB Emblem because of the quality issues that they had, but I still check them out each time.  

The best time Dad and I had was in December 1972, when we were invited to see the launch of Apollo 17.  One of Dad's Army friends had a relative who worked at KSC.  What a trip that was!  My 16th birthday was three months prior to the launch, so witnessing the Apollo 17 launch was my present from Mom and Dad.  I forgot about getting a drivers license until January.   On the tour of KSC we got to see the Apollo/Saturn V after they had retracted the LUT.  What a monster!  (Fig. 1 and Fig. 1a)  

That night (7 Dec 1972) I remember that the countdown got to within 30 seconds of launch, when a NASA computer stopped the count because an errant signal determined that the third stage wasn't pressurized.  Time passed slowly as NASA technicians worked the problem.  For years my Dad would repeat the story of me yelling in frustration, "They have to go tonight.  We're going home tomorrow!"  Finally, the mighty Saturn came to life and slowly and majestically lifted off the launch pad.  This was the first night launch for the Saturn V -  "in the dead of night" as some have called it.  (Fig. 2)  Then, the staccato pounding hit my chest and seemed to take my breath away.  Finally, I found my voice and joined in the chorus of people yelling, "GO!  GO!"  I left KSC with an autographed crew photo, an Apollo 17 patch (Fig. 3) and stars in my eyes.  Apollo 17 was always my mission. 

Ed note - The Apollo 17 launch was recorded by space philatelists on a variety of space covers (Fig. 4 and Fig. 4a) and several countries have issued stamps commemorating the Apollo 17 mission.  The  set from Liberia shown here (Fig. 5) is an example of these philatelic honors.  


Fast forward to 1994,  I was  now living in Florida.  I was able to pay my parents back by taking them to see the launch of STS-60 (3 Feb 1994) close up.  The three of us witnesses a beautiful launch at dawn under a cloudless cobalt blue sky.  When Discovery climbed high enough for the dawns early light to strike the exhaust plume, it cast a shadow westward to the opposite horizon.  The STS-60 patch is shown here.  (Fig. 6)


Dad passed away in 1995.  He was my first hero and a fellow space enthusiast.  We are together (Al and Tim) in a picture shown here from a trip to KSC for the 20th anniversary of the Apollo 17 launch. We were still wearing our Apollo 17 hats.  (Fig. 7)  I will never forget how for a while he worked two full-time jobs to support his family.  I just wish that he was able to see me realize my life long dream in 2005, when I helped to design the emblem for the Expedition 11 mission.  The dream came true when NASA astronaut John Phillips asked me to help design the patch for his mission.  The patch is shown here (Fig. 8 & Fig. 8a).  The emblem emphasizes the cooperation of the United States and the Russian Federation in the Expedition 11 mission.  The two rocket plumes, in the style of the flags of these two nations, represent the Russian Soyuz vehicles and the American Space Shuttles.  The ISS image shows the configuration of the orbiting station at the start of the expedition, with docked Soyuz and Progress vehicles and the huge American solar panels.  The names of the two Expedition 11 crew members are shown in the margin of the patch.  The green Earth is contrasted against the blue sky and the bright stars and yellow Sun.   

 Now I have something that I worked on that has orbited the Earth and a flown patch in a presentation case on my living room wall.    The Expedition 11 crew (Russian cosmonaut/Commander Sergei Krikalev and NASA astronaut/Flight Engineer John Phillips), shown here with my mission emblem (Fig. 9) was launched to the International Space Station from Russia aboard the Soyuz TMA-6 spacecraft on 15 Apr 2005.  They returned to Earth on 11 Oct 2005 following a successful mission.  The Soyuz TMA-6 spacecraft is shown here in a NASA photo. (Fig. 10)

I have a few space covers, but mainly I limit my collection to patches, crew photographs and books written by astronauts.  Patches are a simple yet powerful way to tell the story of the people who wear them.  Whether representing a military unit or a space crew, each patch is an expression of their work.  I'll collect them until I can't anymore.  Someday, my children or grandchildren will hopefully enjoy them in their own collections.  []
2

