
6 Black Astronauts 
. 

Dr. Guion Bluford Jr. got his start in the United States Air Force before 
becoming an astronaut and even remained in active service while he 
worked with NASA, going so far as to rise to the rank of colonel in the 
process. Between 1983 and 1992, Dr. Bluford participated in four space 
missions and logged almost 700 hours in space throughout his career. After 
he retired from NASA, Dr. Bluford went on to become the Vice President 
and General Manager of NYMA. After a subsequent tenure at Northrop 
Grumman, Dr. Bluford was named President of Aerospace Technology in 
Cleveland, OH. He was inducted into the International Space Hall of Fame in 
1997, the United States Astronaut Hall of Fame in 2010, and the National 
Aviation Hall of Fame in 2019. 

Frederick D. Gregory is the descendent of James Monroe Gregory, a 
professor of Latin and former dean of Howard University. Frederick was the 
first African American man to pilot and command a Space Shuttle 
mission. Gregory’s family was another family of distinction — Francis A. 
Gregory, his father, was the first Black president of the D.C. Public Library 
Board of Trustees (He even has a library named after him). Frederick D. 
Gregory, for his part, was nominated to the Air Force Academy by none 
other than Adam Clayton Powell, Jr.; after his stint in the Air Force, he went 
on to NASA in 1978, where he slowly but surely climbed the ranks. Gregory 
was the acting administrator of NASA from 2002 until 2005. He was 
inducted into the United States Astronaut Hall of Fame in 2004. 

Charles Bolden became prominence in 2009, when then-President Barack 
Obama nominated him to be the NASA administrator.  He was 
unanimously confirmed by Congress at that time, but there was far more to 
Bolden than this impressive appointment — which was the first for a Black 
man. During his 14 years as an astronaut, Charles Bolden logged more than 
680 hours in space during four space shuttle missions. He was inducted into 
the United States Astronaut Hall of Fame in 2006. 

Dr. Ronald McNair logged a total of 191 hours in space. He was a mission 
specialist aboard Challenger.  He was also the second Black man to fly in 
space. Dr. McNair is memorialized in the Forever Remembered exhibit at 
Kennedy Space Center Visitor Complex.  

Michael P. Anderson was the payload commander and lieutenant colonel 
in charge of science experiments on the Columbia. He logged over 593 
hours in space before his untimely death during the Columbia disaster. Like 
Dr. McNair, Michael P. Anderson is memorialized in the Forever 
Remembered exhibit at Kennedy Space Center Visitor Complex 

Mae Carol Jemison is an American engineer, physician and NASA 
astronaut.  She became the first African American woman to travel in space 
when she went into space orbit aboard the Space Shuttle Endeavour on 
September 12, 1992. 
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                  Did You Know 

On June 30, 1967, the U.S. Air Force selected 
the first African-American astronaut, Major 
Robert Lawrence, to train for a highly secretive 
mission to spy on the Soviet Union from space. 

Lawrence, an accomplished jet pilot with a 
doctorate in physical chemistry, was selected 
for the Manned Orbiting Laboratory (MOL) 
program the day after he graduate from the 
U.S. Air Force Test Pilot school in 1967. 
Publicly, the goal of the joint Air Force and 
National Reconnaissance Office project was to 
study whether crewed spaceflight could be 
useful for the military. Behind the scenes, 
however, MOL's real goal was to keep an eye 
on the Soviet Union from low polar orbit. 

From a series of small orbiting stations, two-
man crews - composed entirely of Air Force 
officers - would spend 30 days at a time 
photographing Soviet operations around the 
world. Polar orbits are perfect for 
reconnaissance, because they can take 
advantage of the fact that the Earth rotates 
beneath the orbital path, giving a satellite the 
chance to view the entire planet at least once a 
day. A series of satellites, like those planned 
for MOL, would have even better coverage. 
The crews would launch and return to Earth in 
a modified version of the Gemini capsule that 
carried pairs of NASA astronauts into orbit in 
1965 and 1966. 

MOL astronauts trained to operate their orbital 
stations and take reconnaissance photographs, 
to work in pressure suits in case of an 
emergency in space, and to survive launch and 
re-entry in the cramped capsules. They 
practiced desert, jungle, and Arctic survival, 
but water survival was the most vital 
component of training. At the end of a mission, 
the capsule would splash down in the ocean, 
and the crew would have to survive at sea 
while they awaited pickup - which could take 
several days. 


