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G a g a r i n ’ s  b l a s t- o f f  —
a new start    for all mankind

It was a genuine shock for humanity when the 

first artificial satellite created by Soviet 

scientists was launched on October 4, 1957. 

Although it was a simple craft which could only 

beep-beep back to Earth, the event opened a new 

era for human development while the Russian word 

“sputnik” entered many languages of the world. 

Later in 1960 the world learned about brave four-

footed cosmonauts – Belka and Strelka dogs who 

returned from space safe and sound (Strelka even 

procreated cubs and Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev 

presented one of them called Pushok to the wife of 

U.S. President John Kennedy).

Yuri Gagarin was the first man in space while 

Alexey Leonov was the first man to walk in open 

space. There was also the first woman cosmonaut, 

Valentina Tereshkova, and the first group flight of 

Vostok spacecraft, the first space station, the first 

woman to walk in space for several hours, Svetlana 

Savitskaya, the first woman to make a long space 

flight, Yelena Kondakova, and numerous other re-

cords. The Soviet Union lost only the manned race to 

Moon to the United States after the death of genius 

Designer General Sergei Korolev in 1966 and no So-

viet cosmonaut has ever stepped on the dusty sur-

face of the Moon. However due to Soviet unmanned 

automatic craft launched to the Moon, Mars and Ven-

ice Russia remains a leader in scientific research of 

planets of the solar system. 

Last year Russia confirmed its status of an 

absolute leader by the number of space launches. 

According to former head of Roskosmos space 

agency Anatoly Perminov, in 2010 the country 

launched 31 various rockets (the launch of three 

Half a century after the exploit
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T his year the whole world celebrated the 

50th anniversary of the first manned 

flight to space. On April 12, 1961 Soviet 

cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin opened the star path 

for humanity. In the past decades people 

made a big step in space exploration and 

learned to live and work in orbit for long, 

launch various craft to near and faraway 

planets and comets, dream of and prepare for 

manned flights to Mars. The so-called “club of 

space powers” has emerged during the time 

to include countries that sent their citizens or 

craft to space. However most breakthroughs 

in the sphere are related to one country which 

was once called the USSR and now Russia.   

A new holiday emerged in the world this  

year – the International Day of Human Space 

Flight instituted by the United Nations on  

April 12. Its General Assembly unanimously 

backed the Russian initiative. 
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GLONASS satellites in December failed) which ac-

counted for 41% of all launches in the world. “They 

call us space cabbies, but we are proud of that,” 

Perminov said. In modern world “it stands high to 

win tough competition and arrange for 41% of 

launches,” he added. 

In 2010 18 launches were accomplished in 

the framework of state programs (to compare: 15 in 

the United States and China each), including 9 (4 

manned and 5 cargo) to the International Space Sta-

tion (ISS). Perminov recalled that from 2011 Russia 

becomes the sole country capable of ensuring regu-

lar space transportation as U.S. shuttles will end their 

ISS missions in the middle of the year. Besides Russia, 

China also possesses manned spacecraft and actively 

develops its national space program however it does 

not participate in the ISS project.  

President Dmitry Medvedev declared the 

50th year of Yuri Gagarin’s flight as the Year of Space 

in Russia. The first major event was the launch on 

April 5 of Soyuz TMA-21 spacecraft with a new Rus-

sian-U.S. expedition to the ISS. The booster and the 

craft carried the GAGARIN inscription and a portrait 

of the smiling first cosmonaut in a space suit with an 

inscription 50 years of Yuri Gagarin’s flight. The year 

will be crucial for the ISS program in which 16 coun-

tries participate. In 2010 all major players – Russia, 

the United States, Japan, and Europe agreed to ex-

tend the service life of the station up to 2020. This 

year the Canadian space agency has to get permis-

sion from its government. 

Russia preserves its positions of a space pow-

er and begins to build a new launch site, Vostochny in 

Amur region. Work to erect logistic infrastructure will 

begin later this year. The new cosmodrome will allow 

Russia to orbit various spacecraft from its territory, in-

cluding interplanetary expeditions and manned mis-

sions that currently lift off only from Baikonur cosmo-

drome in Kazakhstan. The first spacecraft launch from 

Vostochny is scheduled for 2015 and the first 

manned flight – for 2018. 

This year the Russian global space navigation 

system GLONASS has to be finally completed fol-

lowing a failure on December 5, 2010 when three 

GLONASS-M satellites were lost after too much fuel 

in the booster made it too heavy to properly orbit 

them. In February a new-generation GLONASS-K 

satellite was successfully launched. Weather satellite 

Electro-L is to blast off this year and the Sea Launch 

program will resume which uses Russian-Ukrainian 

Zenith rockets to lift off various satellites from a 

floating launch platform. 


