CHEERS TO U.S. WOMEN ASTRONAUTS
Bob Weinberger - SU 4321

June 16, 2006 marks the 43rd anniversary of the first woman in space.  She was Russian cosmonaut Valentina V. Tereshkova, who broke the female space barrier on June 16, 1963 in Vostok 6 and capsule "Sea Gull".  She became the first woman to follow the first man (Yuri Gagarin) into space by orbiting Earth 48 times. 

America's efforts to train and assign women for manned space missions in the 1960's were confused and the assignments did not materialize.  The Jerry Cobbs and Jane Harts of these early years in the Mercury 13 program fell by the wayside.  As Bettyann Holtzmann Kevles explained in her book Almost Heaven - the Story of Women in Space, "NASA had known for at least three years that a woman cosmonaut was on the Soviet agenda, but moon missions, known as Apollo, completely filled NASA's vision."  Those women in the Mercury 13 program were our first women space dreamers and they deserve recognition.  

The 32 American women astronauts who have thus far ventured into space in the U.S. Space Shuttle program (see list below)  fit the words of Eleanor Roosevelt, when she wrote about gaining strength, courage and confidence by looking fear in the face and doing things which one thinks they cannot do.  Our women astronauts abandoned ordinary paths in life and blazed new trails in space while looking fear in the face.  They were not just along for the ride.  They were and still are role models for millions of young women.  They have purpose, dedication, and outstanding backgrounds in military service and prestigious universities.  They worked along with men to become astronauts and mission specialists since 1978 when NASA opened our space frontier to all.  Their records on this 43rd anniversary are outstanding.  


The work of our women astronauts is also about our future.  They have lived and worked on the Mir Space Station and later the International Space Station, helped to repair the Hubble Space Telescope, launched satellites, helped to assemble the ISS, performed space research, "walked" in space, conducted bio-medical experiments, piloted the space shuttle, advanced space mechanical operations and studied our planet from space - all to help improve life on Earth, pioneer space and to keep space exploration alive.  Cheers to those great women with their abiding interest to connect our earthly existence with new worlds.  They know the risk.  Four U.S. women astronauts have perished in space.  As astronaut Sally Ride stated, "Most astronauts recognize that the space shuttle program is very high-risk and are prepared for accidents."  Although women comprise a much smaller percentage of the U.S. astronaut corps than men, NASA has assigned one or two women to nearly every space shuttle mission since the flight of Sally Ride (STS-7 in 1983).  The last shuttle mission to fly without a woman in the crew was STS-82 in February 1997.  According to NASA, there are currently 30 women astronauts in the astronaut corps, composed of 103 active astronauts and 39 management astronauts.   

 The accomplishments and exploits of our women astronauts have been recorded by space philatelists on space covers.  Shown here is a sampling of the more notable covers:
Fig. 1 -  Judy Resnick's autograph on a combination cover  featuring KSC hand cancels  

             for STS-3 (22 Mar 82) and Resnick's ill-fated Challenger STS - 51L (28 Jan 86)
Fig. 2 -  STS-7 launch cover (18 June 83) - On this Challenger mission Sally Ride be
             came the first American woman to make a space flight

Fig. 3 -  STS-32 cover dated 12 Jan 90 with autographs of Marsha Ivins and Bonnie Dun
              bar - both veterans of five space flights
Fig. 4 -  STS-47 launch & landing cover (12-20 Sep 92); Mae Jemison became the first 

             African-American woman in space on this mission
Fig. 5 - STS-93 launch coved dated 22 July 99, autographed by Eileen Collins, the 

             first woman Mission Commander
Fig. 6 - STS-101 launch cover dated 19 May 2000 autographed by Susan Helms, the first 

             woman crew member on the ISS

Fig. 7 - STS-113/ISS 11A launch cover dated 23 Nov 2002; Dr. Peggy Whitson 
            (launched aboard STS-111 - 5 June 02) became the first NASA science officer 
            on the ISS.  She returned to Earth aboard STS-113 - 7 Dec 2002.  []
Thanks to Bill York  for his assistance in preparing this article for publication.
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