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   The Man Who Fell  
To Earth 
“Await on landing!… I’m Zarya [Gagarin].”
“Thank you! Say to the others… [inaudible]”

Last exchange between Yuri Gagarin & 
Vladimir Komarov, April 24, 1967

O N THE EVENING OF APRIL 23RD, 
1967, an English clairvoyant named 
Kathleen Middleton met with a psychiatrist 
investigating paranormal phenomena, and 
shared with him a nightmarish premonition 
she had experienced involving what she 
described as a ‘petrified, terrified’ spaceman.
The very next day, Vladimir Komarov 
would die on his return to Earth aboard the 
Russian spacecraft Soyuz 1.
   The mission—intended to mark the 50th 
anniversary of the Communist Revolution—
was doomed to fail, launched prematurely 
against the advice of both Komarov and his 
intended backup pilot, Yuri Gagarin.

         State funeral of cosmonaut Vladimir Komarov, 1963

   The plan was for a second vehicle, Soyuz 
2, carrying two cosmonauts, to be launched 
on the day following Komarov’s launch, 
with both returning after an historic docking, 
spacewalk, and exchange of crewmen.
   More than a month before the scheduled 
launch, Gagarin and a team of 50 technicians 
inspected the Soyuz 1 and—after finding 
over 200 serious structural deficiencies—
wrote a report strongly urging that the 
mission be postponed. But no one dared to 
send the report up the chain of command to 
the one man with the authority to cancel the 
mission: Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev.       
   Shortly afterward, Komarov reportedly 
met with a KGB agent, Venyamin Russayev, 
telling him: “I'm not going to make it back 
from this flight.” When Russayev suggested 
he simply refuse to go, Komarov reminded 
him that in doing so he would be sacrificing 
his close friend and colleague, Gagarin.



   Gagarin—the first man successfully 
launched into space—was a national hero, 
and his loss would be an enormous tragedy 
for the nation. And so, despite being married 
with two children, the 40-year old Komarov
—who had already flown in space in 1964
—declined to quit the doomed mission.
   A Russian journalist reported that Gagarin 
unexpectedly arrived at the launch site on 
the morning of the scheduled launch, de-
manding to be put into a pressurized space 
suit, which were not yet routinely used in 
Russian space missions. Whether this was 
an attempt to take Komarov’s place, to have 
Komarov likewise at least minimally 
protected, or to disrupt the launch is not 
known, but apparently Gagarin still had 
serious reservations about the mission.
  The launch went ahead as scheduled, with 
Komarov aboard, but problems began 
almost as soon as Soyuz 1 reached space. 
Once in orbit, only one of two solar panels 
deployed, crippling the spacecraft’s power 
supply and critical navigation equipment. 
Worse still, the capsule’s antennae had been 
damaged, making communication with the 
ground patchy and garbled. The next day’s 
launch was abruptly cancelled in favor of 
simply getting Soyuz 1 safely back home.
   Additional malfunctions followed in rapid 
succession, with Komarov forced to spend 
five exhausting hours in orbit, before finally 
managing to fire the craft’s retro-rockets on 
an unscheduled 19th pass around the Earth.
   But as Soyuz 1 reentered the atmosphere, 
the lopsided, unbalanced spacecraft began 
spinning uncontrollably, and Komarov was 
unable to properly deploy his two reentry 
parachutes, or to orient his direction to allow 
landing rockets to slow his descent and 
cushion his landing. Burning up in the 
atmosphere, Soyuz 1 hit the ground traveling 
at about 90 miles per hour, landing with the 
force of a three ton meteorite.

   The capsule was destroyed on impact, 
which, ironically, triggered the now useless 
landing rockets, setting the scattered 
wreckage ablaze. By the time recovery 
crews arrived, all that remained of Komarov 
were his scorched, unreconizable remains.
   Some accounts circulated that in the last 
minutes of Soyuz 1’s descent, U.S. spy 
stations and foreign radio operators 
intercepted conversations between Soyuz 1 
and ground control personnel, in which 
Komarov was heard to lament that he was 
going to die, screaming in agony and 
cursing at the incompetent people who had 
put him inside a ‘botched’ spacecraft. 
   There is no proof that any of this actually 
happened, however, and official transcripts 
relate Komarov sounding calm only minutes 
before landing, despite enduring extreme 
G-forces during his untempered descent. 
(It also seems rather unlikely that a trained, 
patriotic cosmonaut would act so despair-
ingly, even under extreme cricumstances.)
   More likely, Komarov spent his last 
moments aboard Soyuz I desperately 
searching for a solution to his increasingly 
hopeless predicament, like the American 
astronauts aboard the ill-fated Apollo 13 
would (more successfully) three years later.
   Komarov was honored with a state funeral 
in Moscow—open-casket, as he had insisted 
upon in the event of his death, despite the 
gruesome nature of his charred remains.     
   Gagarin and Komarov had worked, trained, 
hunted, drank, and socialized together for 
years, and Gagarin was devastated by the 
loss of his close friend, knowing that he had 
sacrificed himself to save his comrade.
Friends and family reported that the 
previously cheerful and gregarious cosmo-
naut was never quite the same afterward.
   Only a year later, at barely 34 years of 
age, Gagarin himself died in a crash of his 
fighter jet during a routine training flight.◾


