"I see Earth, It's so beautiful!"
Cosmonaut David Polfeldt
        The following article first appeared on www.kosmonaut.se and is reprinted here [with minor changes] with permission of the author.  
      "I see Earth.  It's so beautiful" were the first words spoken by a man in space - Yuri Alekseevich Gagarin from the Vostok I spacecraft on April 12, 1961.  I am a big fan of Yuri Gagarin.  He was the first man in space and I often think about him.  Imagine leaving Earth before anyone had done it.  Nobody could tell what would happen to him.  Nobody really knew how the brain would function in weightlessness or how the body would adapt.  

      On March 9, 1934, a boy was born in the countryside west of Moscow.  His name was Yuri Gagarin.  He grew up on a collective farm, where his father worked as a carpenter.  When Yuri was seven years old, the German armies invaded Russia.  Yuri's father joined the Russian Army, while his mother took Yuri and his brother and sister away from the fighting.  In high school, Yuri was trained as a technician while attending a technical school on the outskirts of Moscow.  He left school in 1951 as a trained metalworker and enrolled at an industrial college.  While he was a student he became interested in aircraft and he took lessons at a local school to become a pilot.  It soon became obvious that young Yuri had a natural talent for flying.  Upon graduation from college in 1955, he joined the Soviet Air Force.  It was evident that Gagarin's abilities as a pilot were exceptional.  He was therefore relieved of his normal duties and was assigned to be a test pilot, flying new and experimental aircraft. 
      Soon Yuri went to his officers and volunteered to become a cosmonaut.  His officers were stunned, since no one had ever volunteered for such a mission, and consequently there were no procedures for this.  Gagarin's name was passed on to the people in charge of the top secret Soviet space program.  He was later contacted by representatives of the program who wanted to test his abilities.  He passed their tests and was selected to join a special group of the Soviet Union's twenty best test pilots.  Later, due to financial restrictions, this group was limited to six pilots and Gagarin was among them.  They went on to further training, while the others returned to the life of a test pilot.  

      During the very tough and difficult training period, Yuri obtained top grades from the instructors.   Among other things Gagarin withstood 13 Gs in the centrifuge, and, as part of the psychological training, sat in a soundless, lightless room for 24 hours.  The instructors described him as a man who "…submits useful suggestions at meetings…is always sure of his resources…very difficult, if not impossible to upset…stands out among his colleagues thanks to his great scope of active attention, bright mind and quick reaction."  
      The official announcement of Gagarin as pilot was made on April 11, 1961, but he was privately informed on April 9th.  At the age of 27, Gagarin left the Earth.  It was April 12th, 9:07 Moscow time.  The launch site was Baikonur.  After 108 minutes he was back.  The period of orbital revolution was 89:34 minutes.  This figure was "calculated by electronic computers."  The mission's maximum altitude was 327,000 meters [327 km].  The Maximum speed reached was 28,260 kilometers per hour.  According to Gagarin's official statement released on April 15th, "On the 12th of April, 1961, the soviet spaceship-sputnik was put into orbit around the Earth with me on board.  …there was a good view of the Earth, which had a very distinct and pretty blue halo.  It had a smooth transition from pale blue, blue, dark blue, violet and absolutely black.  It was a magnificent picture."
      The vessel used was the Soviet spaceship/satellite Vostok 1, which was a small one-manned spherical descent module with a diameter of 2.3 meters.  The module was mounted on top of an instrument module containing the engine system.  Together these weighed less than five tons.  The cosmonaut was strapped into an ejection seat, from which he would exit the descent module upon re-entry.  The Vostok 1 was mounted on a SL-3 variant of the SS-6 Sapwood rocket, which was 36.36 meters long and weighed 287.03 tons at launch.  It had three stages, the first stage being four breakaway boosters, strapped on to the second and third stages.  The first stage used RD-107 engines, which provided 102,000 kg of thrust.  Basically, Gagarin was sitting in a tin can on top of a bomb.  
      During the flight of Vostok 1, Gagarin was not given control of his craft.  This was because of the above mentioned insecurity regarding reactions of the mind and physics in weightlessness.  The Russians did not want to risk the cosmonaut losing control over himself while in space, and thus endangering the mission.  There was a key available in a sealed envelope which would enable the cosmonaut to take control over the vessel in case of an emergency.  The Vostok also contained a supply of food and water for ten days in case of retrorocket failure.  Due to the orbit chosen, the ship was expected to return naturally during this period.  However, Gagarin did not encounter any problems.  According to Gagarin, "The spaceship put in orbit, and the carrier rocket separated, weightlessness set in.  At first the sensation was to some extent unusual, but I soon adapted myself.  I maintained continuous communication with Earth on different channels by telephone and telegraph."
      Upon return, the Vostok capsule itself lands too heavily, with an impact that would make it impossible for a cosmonaut to remain inside during landing.   Gagarin therefore ejected at an altitude of approximately seven kilometers and landed safely.  At 7000 meters above the Earth, the temperature is about -30° Celsius.  Gagarin was wearing a space suit and did not suffer from the cold, but one would guess that he experienced quite a free fall before opening his parachute.  An old woman, her grand-daughter and a cow were the first beings to see him return to the planet.  In the official Soviet documents, there is no mention of the parachute ejection system included for Gagarin.  However trivial a lie, this was due to the international rules for aviation records, which stated that, "The pilot remains in his craft from launch to landing."  This rule, if applied, would have "disqualified" Gagarin's space flight.

      Yuri Gagarin's flight into space was headline news all over the world.  He was awarded the medal and official title "Hero of the Soviet Union."  He was also honored by stamp issues from many countries.  A few of them are shown here.  Gagarin died in an airplane accident while flying the MIG-15 as a test pilot on March 7, 1968 (sometimes stated as March 27th).  He was 34 years old.  

Note: I have found it difficult to obtain more information about Yuri Gagarin.  I am currently looking into several ways of learning more.  Any tips, corrections, or information would be very much appreciated.  I can be contacted at davis@kosmonaut.se.  
Ed. note: Thanks to Bill York for obtaining permission from the author to reprint this article and for preparing it for publication.       
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