
Scott Carpenter and the Perilous Flight of Aurora 7 

How one astronaut’s courage and near-disaster shaped America’s first orbital missions 

After the first successful and relatively “smooth” orbital flight of John Glenn in a Mercury capsule on 

February 20, 1962, Scott Carpenter became the second US astronaut orbiting the Earth three times and 

inadvertently challenged the mission control and recovery teams to their limits.   

  

On the morning of May 24, 1962, a silvery Atlas 

rocket stood poised on the launch pad at Cape 

Canaveral. Inside the tiny Mercury spacecraft 

Aurora 7, astronaut Scott Carpenter was 

strapped into his couch, his helmet gleaming 

beneath the capsule’s cramped canopy. He was 

about to become only the second American to 

orbit the Earth. 

Moments before liftoff, Carpenter’s calm, steady 

voice carried across the airwaves: 

“Godspeed, Aurora 7.” 

What followed would be one of the most 

gripping chapters in the history of spaceflight—

an odyssey of precision, peril, and survival. 

 

 

From Boulder to the Stars 

Born in Boulder, Colorado, in 1925, Carpenter was a Navy aviator and test pilot before joining 

NASA’s elite Mercury Seven. Known among his peers for his explorer’s spirit, he often said: 

“Curiosity is the essence of human existence.” 

He was not merely a pilot; he was eager to test human performance under extreme conditions, ‘to push 

the envelope’ - qualities that would serve him well on a flight that nearly went fatally wrong. 

Riding the Atlas into Orbit 

At 7:45 a.m. Eastern time, the Atlas LV-3B booster roared to life. Carpenter’s spacecraft was perched 

atop 360,000 pounds of thrust, the rocket vibrating violently as it clawed into the sky. 

The launch was flawless. Aurora 7 separated cleanly and coasted into orbit. Carpenter, gazing out of 

the window, radioed back with awe: 

“This is beautiful… it’s just like Glenn said.” 

He was now traveling at 17,500 miles per hour, circling the planet once every 89 minutes. Through 

the spacecraft’s portholes, he saw Earth like no human was meant to: continents glowing in sunlight, 

oceans vast and blue, and a razor-thin atmosphere hugging the globe. 

Experiments in the Unknown 

Carpenter’s mission was both technical and scientific. He tested manual and automatic attitude 

controls, evaluated star tracking for celestial navigation, and photographed Earth’s terrain from orbit. 

When he investigated John Glenn’s mysterious “fireflies,” he discovered they were actually ice 

particles vented from the spacecraft. Chuckling, he reported: 

“They’re just little bits of frost. And they’re beautiful.” 

 



A Flight Turns Tense 

Early in the mission, Carpenter noticed erratic readings from the spacecraft’s pitch horizon 

scanner, part of the automatic control system. To maintain orientation, he switched frequently 

between manual and automatic modes, unknowingly consuming far more fuel than planned. 

Mission director Chris Kraft later admitted: 

“From mission control, we knew he was using too much fuel. I wasn’t sure he was coming back.” 

By the third orbit, fuel levels were dangerously low. Carpenter, focused on science, was juggling 

navigation with dwindling reserves. 

  

Reentry Drama 

At the end of his final orbit, Carpenter prepared for retrofire—the 

critical rocket burn that would slow Aurora 7 for reentry. With limited 

fuel and orientation errors, the capsule fired slightly off target. 

As he began his fiery descent, Carpenter radioed reassuringly: 

“I’m okay. Everything’s under control.” 

But it wasn’t. Aurora 7 overshot the recovery zone by 250 miles, 

splashing down in a remote stretch of the Atlantic. For nearly an hour, 

there was silence. The nation feared the worst. 

Finally, a message crackled through: 

“This is Aurora 7. I’m safe. Standing by for pickup.” 

Relief swept through Mission Control and across America. 

 

After Space: From Astronaut to Aquanaut 

Though Carpenter never flew in space again, his explorer’s path continued. In 1965, he joined the 

Navy’s SEALAB II project, living on the ocean floor as an aquanaut. Reflecting on both sea and 

space exploration, Carpenter once said: 

“We are all explorers. We are all seeking something greater than ourselves.” 

Legacy of Aurora 7 

Scott Carpenter’s mission was both a triumph and a warning. It expanded America’s knowledge of 

orbital flight but highlighted the very small margins for error. His courage under pressure, and his 

survival against daunting odds, secured his place among the pioneers of human space exploration. 

Carpenter passed away in 2013, but the story of Aurora 7 endures: a reminder that exploration is never 

without risk, and that sometimes the line between failure and success is measured in mere drops of 

fuel. 
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