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Sally Ride led the way in the 

:HVW�DV�WKH�ƅUVW�86�IHPDOH�LQ�

VSDFH��Ɔ\LQJ�RQ�ERDUG�6SDFH�

6KXWWOH�&KDOOHQJHU�LQ�����
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S
ixty years ago this June, a Soviet factory worker with  

D�SDVVLRQ�IRU�SDUDFKXWLQJ�EHFDPH�WKH�ƅUVW�ZRPDQ�WR�Ɔ\�

in space. Twenty years and two days later, half a world away 

a tennis-playing astrophysicist followed suit to become 

WKH�ƅUVW�$PHULFDQ�ZRPDQ�LQ�VSDFH��7KLV�PRQWK��ZH�WDNH�D�

ORRN�EDFN�DW�WKH�ƆLJKWV�RI�9DOHQWLQD�7HUHVKNRYD�DQG�6DOO\�5LGH�Ś�WZR�

individuals who forged the way for women in space. Yet while one’s 

ƆLJKW�UHPDLQHG�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�D�RQH�RII�ZLWK�OLWWOH�ODVWLQJ�HIIHFW�RQ�KHU�

nation’s space programme, the other’s was the start of a step-change 

in outlook that continues to this day.

%RUQ�RQ���0DUFK�������9DOHQWLQD�7HUHVKNRYD�ZDV�WKH�GDXJKWHU�

of a tractor driver who died during World War II. Upon reaching 

adulthood, Tereshkova worked in a textile factory, continuing to study 

in her spare time. Unlike most future astronauts, she did not spend  

her childhood dreaming of space. Instead, it was a different passion 

WKDW�GHFLGHG�KHU�SDWK�Ś�SDUDFKXWLQJ��6KH�EHJDQ�WKH�KREE\�LQ������

after seeing an advertisement for a local club, and by the early ’60s  

she was jumping competitively.

$W�WKH�WLPH��WKH�6RYLHW�8QLRQ�GRPLQDWHG�WKH�6SDFH�5DFH��,W�KDG�

VXFFHVVIXOO\�SXW�WKH�ƅUVW�PDQ��<XUL�*DJDULQ��LQWR�VSDFH��EXW�WKHUH�ZHUH�

concerns that the US might launch a female astronaut just so that 

WKH\�FRXOG�FODLP�WKDW�ŜƅUVWŝ��

Ezzy Pearson reveals how  
Valentina Tereshkova and Sally Ride 
blazed the trail for womankind
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ş:H�FDQQRW�DOORZ�WKDW�WKH�ƅUVW�ZRPDQ�LQ�VSDFH�

ZLOO�EH�$PHULFDQ�Š�1LNRODL�.DPDQLQ��GLUHFWRU�RI�

FRVPRQDXW�WUDLQLQJ��ZURWH�LQ�KLV�GLDU\��DQG�VRRQ�

EHJDQ�VHHNLQJ�RXW�SRWHQWLDO�FDQGLGDWHV��

3UHYLRXV�FRVPRQDXWV�KDG�EHHQ�GUDZQ�IURP�WKH�

DLU�IRUFH��EXW�ZLWK�QR�IHPDOH�SLORWV��.DPDQLQ�LQVWHDG�

ORRNHG�IRU�H[SHULHQFHG�SDUDFKXWLVWV��7KH\�ZRXOG�QHHG�

WR�EH�XQGHU�����DV�ZHOO�DV�XQGHU���IRRW���LQFKHV�����P��

LQ�RUGHU�WR�ƅW�LQWR�WKH�VLQJOH�SHUVRQ�9RVWRN�FUHZ�

FDSVXOHV��7HUHVKNRYD�ZDV�RQH�RI�ƅYH�ZRPHQ�ZKR�

ƅWWHG�WKH�FULWHULD�DQG�XQGHUZHQW�FRVPRQDXW�WUDLQLQJ��

'XULQJ�WKLV��WKH�ZRPHQ�ZHUH�SXW�WKURXJK�WHVWV�WR�

HQVXUH�WKHLU�ERGLHV�FRXOG�FRSH�ZLWK�WKH�SK\VLFDO�

GHPDQGV�RI�VSDFHƆLJKW��ZHUH�WDXJKW�WR�Ɔ\�0L*�MHWV�

DQG�LQVWUXFWHG�RQ�WKH�ZRUNLQJV�RI�WKHLU�VSDFHFUDIW�

Soviets surge ahead
2QFH�WUDLQLQJ�ZDV�FRPSOHWH��WKH�TXHVWLRQ�EHFDPH�

ZKLFK�RI�WKH�ƅYH�ZRPHQ�ZRXOG�Ɔ\��$V�LW�KDG�EHHQ�

ZLWK�*DJDULQ�EHIRUH�KHU��LW�ZDV�7HUHVKNRYDŝV�RULJLQ�

VWRU\�WKDW�JDLQHG�KHU�KHU�VHDW�RQ�9RVWRN����6KH�

ZDV�WKH�HPERGLPHQW�RI�WKH�&RPPXQLVW�LGHDO��WKH�

GDXJKWHU�RI�D�IDUPHU�ZKR�KDG�GLHG�IRU�KLV�QDWLRQ��

ZKR�KDG�HGXFDWHG�KHUVHOI��SURYLQJ�DQ\RQH�Ś�PDQ�

RU�ZRPDQ�Ś�FRXOG�ULVH�WKURXJK�KDUG�JUDIW��,W�ZDV�

IRU�WKLV�WKDW�.DPDQLQ�UHIHUUHG�WR�7HUHVKNRYD�DV�

ş*DJDULQ�LQ�D�VNLUWŠ�

+HU�ƆLJKW�ODXQFKHG�RQ����-XQH������ZLWK�WKH�

H[XEHUDQW�\HOO�RI�ş+H\�VN\��WDNH�RII�\RXU�KDW��,ŝP�

RQ�P\�ZD\�Š�

3DUW�RI�KHU�PLVVLRQ�ZDV�WR�ORRN�RXW�RI�WKH�ZLQGRZ�

DQG�WDNH�SKRWRV�RI�WKH�DWPRVSKHUH��ZKLFK�ZRXOG�EH�

XVHG�WR�VWXG\�SDUWLFOHV�LQ�WKH�XSSHU�VWUDWRVSKHUH�

ş,�VHH�WKH�KRUL]RQ�Š�VKH�VDLG�ORRNLQJ�RXW�IURP�WKH�

FRFNSLW��ş$�OLJKW�EOXH��D�EHDXWLIXO�EDQG��7KLV�LV�WKH�

(DUWK��+RZ�EHDXWLIXO�LW�LV��$OO�JRHV�ZHOO�Š

'HVSLWH�KHU�XSEHDW�ZRUGV��WKH�FUDPSHG�9RVWRN�

FDSVXOH�PHDQW�7HUHVKNRYD�ZDV�XQFRPIRUWDEOH�IRU�

PRVW�RI�WKH�ƆLJKW��$�FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�]HUR�JUDYLW\�DQG�

The textile factory  

worker underwent months 

of rigorous training

Her suit was a specially 

tailored version of the one 

worn by Yuri Gagarin

16 June 1963: the 26-year-

ROGŝV����RUELW�ƆLJKW�ZDV�

beamed to televisions 

across the Soviet Union

Locals gather to meet her 

as she awaits pick-up after 

parachuting to the ground 

in Kazakhstan

First female: Valentina 

Tereshkova’s patriotic back 

story and parachuting prowess 

won her the launch pad spot
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After the flight, Tereshkova’s career 

became centred around touring the 

globe, and she was the most 

frequently requested cosmonaut  

of the entire Soviet spaceflight 

programme. However, her success 

meant she never flew again. When 

Gagarin died in 1968 in a plane 

crash, the Soviet Union realised it 

couldn’t risk losing another 

celebrity, and she was grounded.

In 1963, she married fellow 

astronaut Andriyan Nikolayev. Their 

daughter, Elena, was the subject of 

much curiosity, as she was the first 

person born to two people who had 

been in space. They divorced in 1982.

By the time NASA advertised for 

the 1978 astronaut class, the first 

intake to include women, the Soviets 

had yet to put another woman in 

space. Not wanting to be outdone 

again after Apollo’s triumph, the 

next class of cosmonauts included 

nine women along with four men. 

Tereshkova herself was allowed to 

requalify as a cosmonaut. In August 

1982, fellow class member Svetlana 

Savitskaya travelled to the Salyut 7 

space station, just beating Sally Ride 

to be the second woman in space. 

However, she was the only woman 

from the class to fly in space and, to 

date, in total only five of Russia’s 

cosmonauts have been women.

Politically active throughout her 

life, Tereshkova has held many 

offices since retiring from 

spaceflight and currently sits in the 

Russian parliament, the Duma.

Tereshkova got there first, but few 
Russian women followed in her footsteps

Cosmonaut women

Tereshkova, pictured 

here in 2010, followed 

her space career with 

a life in politics

XQSDODWDEOH�IRRG�PHDQW�VKH�RIWHQ�IHOW�LOO��7KHQ��DIWHU�

VKH�YRPLWHG�VKH�IRXQG�RXW�WKDW�WKH�JURXQG�FUHZ�KDG�

IRUJRWWHQ�WR�LQFOXGH�WRRWKSDVWH�ZLWK�WKH�WRRWKEUXVK�

WKH\ŝG�SDFNHG�IRU�KHU�

'HVSLWH�WKLV��7HUHVKNRYD�KDQGOHG�WKH�FUDIW�ZHOO��

2Q�KHU�ƅUVW�RUELW��VKH�SDVVHG�ZLWKLQ�ƅYH�NLORPHWUHV�

RI�9RVWRN����ZKLFK�KDG�ODXQFKHG�MXVW�WZR�GD\V�EHIRUH�

KHU��WKH�PDQRHXYUH�WHVWLQJ�VHYHUDO�SURFHGXUHV�WKDW�

ZRXOG�DOORZ�IXWXUH�VSDFHFUDIW�WR�GRFN�WRJHWKHU��

6KH�UHWXUQHG�WR�(DUWK�WKUHH�GD\V�DQG����RUELWV�ODWHU��

QDUURZO\�DYRLGLQJ�GLVDVWHU�ZKHQ�VKH�QRWLFHG�WKDW�

WKH�9RVWRNŝV�JXLGDQFH�SURJUDPPH�ZDV�VHW�WR�DVFHQG�

IURP�RUELW��UDWKHU�WKDQ�GHVFHQG��$V�ZLWK�DOO�9RVWRN�

PLVVLRQV��VKH�HMHFWHG�EHIRUH�LPSDFW�DQG�SDUDFKXWHG�

WR�WKH�JURXQG��HQGLQJ�KHU�VSDFH�MRXUQH\�XVLQJ�WKH�

YHU\�VNLOO�WKDW�KDG�JRW�KHU�WKHUH��

,Q�WKH�ZHHNV�DQG�PRQWKV�WKDW�IROORZHG��7HUHVKNRYD�

EHFDPH�D�FHOHEULW\��ZLWK�VHYHUDO�SDUDGHV�LQ�KHU�

KRQRXU��%HKLQG�WKH�VFHQHV��WKRXJK��WKHUH�ZDV�D�YHU\�

GLIIHUHQW�VHQWLPHQW��:KLOH�WKHUH�KDG�EHHQ�SODQV�IRU�

WKH�RWKHU�IHPDOH�FRVPRQDXWV�WR�Ɔ\��WKH�QDWLRQŝV�

OHDG�VSDFHFUDIW�GHVLJQHU�6HUJHL�.RUROHY�SXW�D�VWRS�

WR�WKHP��FLWLQJ�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�RQH�RI�WKH�FDQGLGDWHV�

DOUHDG\�KDG�D�IDPLO\��

ş7KH\�IRUEDGH�PH�IURP�Ɔ\LQJ��GHVSLWH�DOO�P\�

SURWHVWV�DQG�DUJXPHQWV�Š�7HUHVKNRYD�VDLG�\HDUV�ODWHU��

ş$IWHU�EHLQJ�RQFH�LQ�VSDFH��,�ZDV�NHHQ�WR�JR�EDFN�

WKHUH��%XW�LW�GLGQŝW�KDSSHQ�Š

7KRXJK�WKH�IHPDOH�FRVPRQDXWV�GLVDJUHHG�ZLWK�WKH�

GHFLVLRQ��DQG�ZURWH�WR�WKH�FHQWUDO�SDUW\�FRPPLWWHH��

WKHLU�RSLQLRQV�ZHUH�LJQRUHG��7KH�6RYLHWV�KDG�FODLPHG�

WKHLU�ŜƅUVWŝ��

Meanwhile in America…
1$6$�FRXOG�ZHOO�KDYH�EHDWHQ�WKHP�WR�WKH�SXQFK��

KRZHYHU��,Q�������:LOOLDP�5DQGROSK�/RYHODFH��

WKH�SK\VLFLDQ�LQ�FKDUJH�RI�GHWHUPLQLQJ�ZKR�ZDV�

SK\VLFDOO\�VXLWHG�WR�VSDFHƆLJKW��KDG�EHHQ�FXULRXV�

DERXW�KRZ�WKH�IHPDOH�ERG\�ZRXOG�UHVSRQG�WR�KLV�

WHVWV��+HŝG�VHFUHWO\�FDOOHG�LQ�VHYHUDO�ZRPHQ�����RI�

ZKRP�SDVVHG�WKH�ƅUVW�VWDJHV��+H�ZHQW�SXEOLF�ZLWK�

WKH�UHVXOWV��KRSLQJ�WR�JDUQHU�VXSSRUW�IRU�IXUWKHU�WHVWV��

ZKLFK�ZRXOG�UHTXLUH�DFFHVV�WR�PLOLWDU\�IDFLOLWLHV��

,QVWHDG��PDQ\�DW�1$6$��LQFOXGLQJ�VHYHUDO�RI�WKH�

PDOH�DVWURQDXWV��SXVKHG�EDFN�DJDLQVW�WKH�LGHD��

5DWKHU�WKDQ�EDQ�ZRPHQ�RXWULJKW��1$6$�LQVLVWHG�WKDW�

FDQGLGDWHV�QHHGHG�MHW�SLORW�H[SHULHQFH�ZKLFK�FRXOG�

RQO\�EH�JDLQHG�LQ�WKH�PLOLWDU\�Ś�DQG�ZKLFK�did�EDQ�

ZRPHQ�IURP�Ɔ\LQJ�

7KH�WDFLW�EDQ�ZRXOG�UHPDLQ�LQ�SODFH�XQWLO�������

ZKHQ�1$6$�ZDV�VHOHFWLQJ�LWV�ƅUVW�DVWURQDXW�FODVV�LQ�

HLJKW�\HDUV��$SROOR�ZDV�ORQJ�RYHU�DQG�WKH�DJHQF\�

S On a promotional 

tour with Yuri 

Gagarin in 1963. 

After Gagarin’s 

death, Tereshkova  

– an invaluable 

asset to the Soviet  

state – was 

prohibited from 

flying again

X
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was looking to crew its new project, the Space 

Shuttle. With a capacity of eight people, the 

programme would require many new astronauts. 

Equal rights for women and for people of colour  

had become far more prominent in the West since 

the last astronaut intake, and so the requirements 

were broadened to accommodate a more diverse 

range of people.

To push the applicant call to as many people 

as possible, NASA advertised on TV, radio and in 

newspapers. It was reading the latter that brought 

the initiative to the attention of PhD student Sally 

5LGH��$�KLJKO\�DFWLYH�SHUVRQ��5LGH�KDG�IRXQG�KHU�ƅUVW�

love in the world of tennis. Her prowess at the sport 

netted her several scholarships to study physics at 

university and, despite training for hours every day, 

she excelled academically. She eventually went to 

Stanford University for her PhD. It was when she was 

about to graduate and wondering what direction to 

take her life that Ride spotted the advert.

“The moment I saw that, I knew that that’s what 

I wanted to do… I wanted to apply to the astronaut 

corps and see whether NASA would take me and see 

whether I could have the opportunity to go on that 

adventure,” Ride said in a 2006 interview at the US 

Astronaut Hall of Fame. 

The USA plays catch-up
In all, 8,079 people applied and just 35 were chosen. 

Among them were one Asian-American man, three 

African-American men and six women, one of whom 

was Ride. After completing basic training in 1978, 

Ride worked within NASA on the Shuttle’s Remote 

Manipulator System, Canadarm, as well as acting 

as CapCom on two missions, being the link between 

ground control and the astronauts in orbit.

7KH�ƅUVW�VL[�FUHZHG�ƆLJKWV�RI�WKH�6KXWWOH�ZHUH�ƆRZQ�

with smaller crews from earlier astronaut classes, but 

E\�WKH�VHYHQWK�ƆLJKW��676����LW�ZDV�WLPH�IRU�WKH�FODVV�

of 1978 to take their seats, and one of them would be 

a woman. The mission would require Canadarm, with 

which Ride was well-experienced, but it was Ride’s 

ability to get along with and work alongside almost 

DQ\RQH�WKDW�OHG�WR�KHU�EHLQJ�VHOHFWHG�WR�EH�WKH�ƅUVW�

American woman in space.

1$6$�KDG�VHHQ�WKH�LPSDFW�EHLQJ�ŜWKH�ƅUVWŝ�FRXOG�

have on an astronaut’s life with Neil Armstrong, 

VR�RIƅFLDOV�DVNHG�LI�5LGH�ZDV�ZLOOLQJ�WR�DFFHSW�

that fame. She agreed, but in truth Ride had little 

comprehension of how intense the attention would 

be. While Tereshkova had been somewhat protected 

by the Soviet Union’s policy of not publicising 

Ride (left) was part of  

NASA’s 1978 astronaut intake, 

WKH�ƅUVW�WR�LQFOXGH�ZRPHQ

7KH�ƅUVW�86�ZRPDQ�LQ�VSDFH��DQG�

DW����WKH�\RXQJHVW�86�DVWURQDXW��

poses with the rest of the 

&KDOOHQJHU�FUHZ�LQ�-XQH�����

7KH�PLVVLRQ�VSHFLDOLVW�

deployed satellites and 

FRQGXFWHG�H[SHULPHQWV�

GXULQJ�WKH�VL[�GD\�ƆLJKW

3K\VLFLVW�6DOO\�5LGH�DFWHG�

DV�&DS&RP�DQG�GHYHORSHG�

6KXWWOH�WHFK�EHIRUH�WDNLQJ�

her seat on Challenger
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After her flight on STS-7, Ride stayed with 

NASA and flew a second Shuttle mission, 

STS-41-G, in October 1984. She was joined 

on board by Kathy Sullivan, making it the 

first space mission with two women. It 

also made Ride the first US woman to fly 

in space twice and Sullivan the first US 

woman to perform a spacewalk, though 

cosmonaut Svetlana Savitskaya had 

claimed both of these world firsts a few 

months earlier.

Ride was scheduled for a third flight, 

but this was cancelled following the 

Challenger disaster. Instead, she was 

appointed to the commission investigating 

the accident, leading to a more managerial 

role at NASA, planning the agency’s future.

She left NASA in 1987, taking various 

university professorial posts, although 

she continued to work with NASA on 

outreach programmes. She set up Sally 

Ride Science to encourage children, 

particularly girls, into taking up science. 

Sally Ride remained dedicated to space long after her barrier-breaking mission

In it for the long Ride

missions until they were under way, Ride was under 

the microscope from the moment her assignment 

was announced. 

“Really the only bad moments in our training 

involved the press,” Ride said in an interview with 

feminist Gloria Steinem. “Whereas NASA appeared to 

EH�YHU\�HQOLJKWHQHG�DERXW�Ɔ\LQJ�ZRPHQ�DVWURQDXWV��

the press didn’t appear to be. Without a doubt, I think 

the worst question that I’ve gotten was whether I 

cried when we got malfunctions in the simulator.”

She endured the questions and on 18 June 1983  

WKH�ƅUVW�$PHULFDQ�ZRPDQ�KHDGHG�WR�VSDFH�RQ�ERDUG�

the Challenger Space Shuttle. 

“The view of Earth is absolutely spectacular, and 

the feeling of looking back and seeing your planet as 

a planet is just an amazing feeling,” said Ride in the 

2006 interview. “It’s a totally different perspective, 

and it makes you appreciate, actually, how fragile our 

existence is.”

A flair for spaceflight
Ride thrived in orbit. Unlike many new astronauts,  

she didn’t experience any form of space nausea  

– a little ironic given the crew was meant to test 

new space-sickness medication, which she couldn’t 

do. Instead, she dedicated herself to the main task 

of releasing three new satellites. Two of these were 

communications satellites, while the third was the 

Shuttle Pallet Satellite SPAS-01, which would test 

the formation of alloys in microgravity. During the 

deployment procedure, she manoeuvred the robotic 

DUP�LQWR�WKH�VKDSH�RI�D�Ŝ�ŝ�WR�FHOHEUDWH�WKH�ƆLJKW�

After a six-day mission, the Shuttle headed home. 

Bad weather forced it to divert its landing to Edwards 

Air Force Base in California, but it was one of only a 

IHZ�KLFFXSV�LQ�DQ�RWKHUZLVH�ƆDZOHVV�PLVVLRQ��5LGHŝV�

ƆLJKW�KDG�SURYHG�ZRPHQ�FRXOG�QRW�MXVW�KDQGOH�

VSDFHƆLJKW�EXW�H[FHO�DW�LW��

In the years since, there has been a global push 

to increase female engagement with space and 

science. Astronaut classes from NASA, the European 

Space Agency and other nations have included 

an ever-increasing number of female candidates 

– many of whom cite both Ride and Tereshkova 

DV�LQVSLUDWLRQV��-XVW�RYHU����ZRPHQ�KDYH�ƆRZQ�LQ�

space, out of a total of around 600 people, but the 

number is growing as more and more women are 

being assigned to missions. With NASA’s Artemis 

programme in full swing, it won’t be long until one of 

them takes “one giant leap for womankind”.

Ride was a skilled 

operator of the Shuttle’s 

URERWLF�DUP��VHHQ�KHUH�

UHWULHYLQJ�WKH�63$6����

VFLHQFH�SODWIRUP

Ezzy Pearson is 

BBC Sky at Night 

Magazine’s features 

editor. Her book 

Robots in Space is 

available through 

History Press

Both presidents Clinton and Obama 

offered her the role of NASA 

administrator, but she turned them down.

Ride married fellow astronaut 

candidate Steven Hawley, but later 

divorced. After her death on 23 July 2012, 

her family revealed (with Ride’s consent) 

that she had been in relationships with 

both men and women throughout her life 

and had been with female partner Tam 

O’Shaughnessy for 27 years, making her 

the first known gay astronaut.

5LGH�GHGLFDWHG�PXFK�

of her later life to 

LQVSLULQJ�FKLOGUHQ�

RI�DOO�EDFNJURXQGV�

WR�VWXG\�VFLHQFH


