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'69, piloted NASA's space 
shuttle Columbia into orbit in 

August a litt le bi1 of MU wen1 with 
him. Stashed in his fligh1 ki1 were a 
University Sesquicentennial banner 
and a toy tiger. And on the third day 
of the mission, he floated around Co. 
lumbia's cabin in a black-and-gold 
MizzouT-shirt. 

"If it hadn't been for MU. I never 
would have gonen my foot in 1he 
door as an astronaut.•• says Richards. 
who made a 1riumphan1 return to the 
University Oct. 28 as grand marshal 
of 1he Homecoming parade. 
"Mizzou helped prepare me aca
demically for my career and opened 
my eyes 10 the op1ions out there. I 
wanted to take something from the 
Universi1y along on the shuttle to 
show that I apprccia1ed it.·· 

A lthough he guided Columbia 80 
times around the earth from 
Aug.81hrough 13-aiotalof2 

million miles - Richards is a career 
military man whose formal title is 
U.S. Navy captain. It was the military 
connection that drew him to NASA 

in the first place. 
"I had just graduated from MU 

when the Apollo astronauts landed 
on the moon," says Richards. who 
grew up in St. Louis and came to 
Mizzou on a Navy ROTC scholar
ship. '"I couldn't believe it when I 
heard thal all three of them were mili
tary pilots. I never had made the con
nection before. It was then that I 
thought, ·Hey, I might have a shot at 
that, too. ··· 

Richards had taken a number of 
nuclear engineering courses while at 
Mizzou. He also had piloted his first 
smaJI plane from Columbia's Re
gional Airport in 1968. "I wasn't sure 
what I wanted to do with my engi
neering degree, although I knew I 
would have a four-year commitment 
to the Navy after I graduated," he 
says. "I wanted to work flying in 
there, 100. 

"Suddenly it clicked. I'd get my 
Navy wings and apply my engineer
ing education, and work toward be
coming an astronaut." 

Richards went to test pilot school 
in Patuxent River, Md., then was 
assigned to the Navy Air Station in 
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Pensacola, Fla. Over the next several 
years he flew F-4s, earning his wings 
in 1970andloggingmorethan4,000 
miles. He earned a master's degree in 
aeronautical systems from the Uni
versity of West Florida in Pensacola. 

He applied to become a NASA as
tronaut in 1978 and was turned 
down. But he kept trying and 

was accepted two years later. 
"NASA was expanding and was 
looking for shuttle pilots. I was in the 
right place at the right time." 

Richards and his wife, Lois -
they met when he was at MU and she 
was a student at Stephens College -
moved to Houston, and he began 
NASA training .. on an extended set 
of orders" from the Navy. He origi
nally was scheduled to pilot Colum
bia in March 1986, but the flight was 
postponed after the Challenger ex
ploded in January of that year. "Eve
rything was put off indefinitely." 
Richards says. ··we finally got the 
go-ahead for Columbia this year." 

Columbia was a U.S. Department 
of Defense night, and security pre
cautions prevent Richards from giv-
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ing details of the mission itself. Bui 
he delights in talking about traveling 
through space. 

''Zero gravity is unbelievable," he 
says. laughing ... There's absolutely 
nothing to compare it with. You take 
so many things for granted on eanh 
that when you get in space and real
ize the normal rules don't apply, it 
throws you for a loop. 

"Take writing a note, for instance. 
On Earth if you need to take a break, 
you just put your pencil down. But in 
zero gravity you let it go. And when 
you come back a minute or two later, 
it's still there, floating. You have to 
be careful. though, because if you 're 
gone too long it won't be there when 
you get back ... and you'll have no 
idea where it is!" 

Richards and Columbia's four 
other crew members ate rehy
drated beef. potatoes and vege

tables during the mission. along with 
.. real treats" such as fruit cocktai l and 
homemade jam. "It was great to eat 
upside down. hanging from the cei l
ing," he says ... And it's really great 
when you finally get your 'space 
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legs' and can do things like fly across 
the room without hiuing anything. 
It's a lot of fun up there." 

The Sesquicentennial flag that 
Richards took along was sent by 
Chancellor Haskell Monroe. 

The T-shirt was a present from Dr. 
Dabir Viswanath. professor of 
chemical engineering at MU. And 
Richards received another present a 
few weeks ·after his return: He 
learned he wi ll command an October 
1990 Atlantis mission to study the 
sun. Also making a NASA flight next 
year is an MU alumna; Linda God
win, MS '76. PhD ·so. will be a crew 
member of space shuttle Discovery, 
10 be launched in April. 

Richards has memories from the 
Columbia mission that he says can 
never be matched. After the shuttle 
broke through the atmosphere into 
space. he looked out the window and 
saw the Earth below. 

"I had an incredible view of Eu
rope, and it was an amazing sight," he 
says ... I was grateful to all the people 
along the way who helped me get 
there." iii 
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