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I am the first man in Space.  You’ve never heard of me. 

 General Kamanin took a shine to me from the first day of the programme.  Difficult to 

impress, but he had to be.  We were no strangers to difficulty.  Me and the other guys, Yuri and 

Alexei, grew up in Nazi-occupied towns.  Those two were never sent to work in Poland, but I 

was.  It gave me edges.  Maybe that’s why I got picked to fly.  

 You know that feeling you get when you’re in the ocean, deep enough so you can’t see 

the bottom?  You get this chill right through you.  Reaches back thousands of years, through 

thousands of bones, undoing everything that makes you unique.  It goes back forever.  That’s 

how I felt in Korea, flying those MiG-15 jets.  Those bastards could get up so high that the 

Earth just fell away from you.  When you tipped, this huge shadow would swallow everything, 

like a deep blue-black curtain throwing itself over the cockpit.  The sky dissolved into 

absolutely nothing up there.  When I got to space, everything swapped around.  It’s the 

blackness that seems like down, now.  I feel that chill when I look up, up at the Earth.  

I remember the days when you could hear Sputnik through the radio.  I’d get my little 

son to listen: he couldn’t believe where those beeps were coming from.  That ball of steel flew 

right over New York City six times before we told the Americans.  They hadn’t noticed, 

couldn’t notice.  Khrushchev said then that we were three years ahead of the U.S.  Now that 

I’m down here in Space, I wonder how far ahead we are now.  But they’ll never know.  I guess 

that’s why I remember Sputnik.  We only tell them about the successful missions. 

At 165,000m I would’ve completed one full orbit and returned to the ground.  But I’m 

going too fast.  My late-stage thrusters didn’t cut out, used up everything in one burst.  I’m at 

around 400,000m with no fuel left to slow down.  Could be weeks before my body burns its 

way back home, I can’t figure the maths.  Maybe they should’ve sent Yuri down here after all, 

he was always the numbers guy.  With no retrograde thruster I’m stuck here, spinning around 

the world, until I starve. 

Up on Earth we’re blinded.  Our kids, marriage, job.  Our war, whichever one you get 

to have.  Down here I see everything.  Biblical storms spin through island chains, faded 

grasslands brood in the twilight, mountain ranges churn the air white and rivers reflect sunlight 

like trickles of molten lead.  There are clouds over Moscow today.  Washington is in darkness. 

Back home I’m already dead.  I never do fall back up to Earth.  I’m thinking about how 

I can end it before I starve.  But I don’t really want to, to tell you the truth.  As long as I can 

remember myself, I am the first man in space.  So I think I’ll keep spinning.   

 

 


