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Premise  

 

The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was the first truly socialist State in the world and by the 

second half of the 20th century was well on a way to Communism, the ultimate state of prosperity 

and personal freedom. Or at least it was declared so.  

State media projected an extremely powerful image of egalitarian, cohesive society, free from your 

typical capitalist problems. There was no shortage of jobs. The salaries were equally tiny, but almost 

all the services were free or nearly free.  There was thriving economy with no negative effects of 

your regular crises, prices were steady because there was no free market and all the production and 

distribution was controlled and tightly regulated by the government run institutions, there was no 

private property that you were allowed to create wealth from, no exploitation, no unfair 

competition, which in theory would remove all the unfair power advantage from every individual 

and create state wide equality not only between classes, but also between sexes.  

 

In practice Soviet Union of my childhood was hugely dominated by females. At least at my own 

horizon it was so.   

Let me explain.  

 

I do not remember my grandfather. He died when I was two years old.  

But I had my grandmother who lived with us in our standard, state-run apartment in a large block of 

flats. My parents were busy building Communism at a nuclear power plant, while my grandmother 

took care of me and taught me about every aspect of life. She was a librarian by profession, and 



used to run a large library.  

My grandmother was a powerful woman and wielded that power with a grace, modesty and 

wisdom.  

 

My school teachers were all women, except the physical education and the military training ones. It 

was considered only natural not to have too many males in this profession, as few of them are any 

good to bring up a truly communist child. So from the ground up to the highest echelons of the 

education management the whole education institution was run by females with about 10 to 20 

percent male minority depending on a region. I believe modern Australia follows the same suit.  

The vast majority of doctors were females as well. I was taken to the hospital – I had to undress in 

front of all the females. Powerful experience for a child it was.  

 

We as boys were constantly reprimanded if we treated the girls in a rude or uncourteous manner. 

We would be made to run school projects together with girls, in couples and in groups. The girls are 

your equal; there should be an egalitarian friendship and partnership between sexes, you are all 

builders of the communism – that was the State message.  

 

Our top state government in the 60s and 70s had had more female representatives than all the 

western world combined. Or it seemed so. 

 

I lived in a socialist and a feminist world. It was a model that helped to create and shape up the 

second wave of feminism all around the western world, including Australia.  

 

But let me tell you one particular success story. The first female cosmonaut to fly into space and the 

first female general in the world.  

 

The tale of Valentina Tereshkova 

The month of March of 1937 – it was a nasty time for some Russian people. There were mass 

arrests, extrajudicial imprisonments and executions, there were GULAG concentration camps with 

the forced labour all around the country and the major wars were brewing. Some forty million 

Russian lives were about to be cut short. 

My grandfather was arrested, tortured and put into concentration camp in the autumn of 1937.  

 

But for some people it was a beginning of a new bright era. The communism was about to win all the 

major battles.  

Valentina Tereshkova was born the same year as my grandfather was arrested and the same month 

my father was born, so my dad would be the same age as her now.  

She was a farmer’s daughter born in a tiny village in the middle of a poorly developed Russian 

agricultural region. What would be a huge disadvantage in an oppressive capitalist world suddenly 

became an advantage as the state authorities were looking specifically for the poor peasant girl to 



become a role model. 

Valentina was made a success story. And successful she was, - bright, bubbly, great sportsman, in 

front of her class in almost everything – she was the embodiment of a communist woman of the 

future to inherit the world. In her twenties she was working in a textile factory, - yet another Soviet 

industry totally dominated by women, - and at the same time training in parachute jumping and 

skydiving. All it was “for free” i.e. run by the State, so that all the proletariat can enjoy it. It was 

expensive, but the State spared no resources to achieve its higher goals.  

 

In 1962, a year later the first space flight by Yuri Gagarin, the race to conquer the space between the 

USSR and the United States was entering a critical phase. The Americans started to slowly catch up 

with the Russian space program success; they made the first orbital flight. And the second.  

 

The Soviets wanted another amazing success story to impress the world, and they came up with a 

fresh idea of the first woman in space.  

 

Valentina was one of four hundred applicants and she was hand-picked for her outstanding qualities. 

There were better sportsmen, women with higher education and IQ than hers, there were female 

pilots, who would had better be prepared for a first space flight. 

But Valentina outpaced them all. She had it all together in a proper package. Not just her proletariat 

background was just right, but the year of her birth was perfect too. All this blood and suffering of 

1937 was not for nothing, the new communist demiurge was born out of it.  

Her father was a war hero and died in a battle when she was only two, so she grew in a single mom 

family.  

Her face was a true Russian beauty, strong, open and sublime at the same time, she was bright and 

bubbly, but serious and attentive. Her intellect was sharp yet she believed in a full set of communist 

ideas without any doubt, her body size and weight were all within the tight constraints of the 

spacecraft.  

So she made it through all the tough tests and admitted to the space program.  

 

Together with other five outstanding females she made the first female space group; one of these 

girls was destined to become the first woman in space. An extremely tough training and testing 

regime was imposed on them and there were all officially recruited into the Army and began their 

military careers. 

 

All this was happening while the American women were still washing dishes, mostly by hand.  

 

To add another insult to the Americans she was only 25 when started training and 26 years of age 

when she made a flight, ten years younger than youngest American male astronaut. You see, the 

Soviet people personal development just had to be lots faster, outpacing all the fat sloppy capitalist 

pigs; so the Soviets in space were naturally younger.  

 

Valentina was not the best of these five, but she was handpicked by the top leader of the State and 

the Communist party. One girl, Valentina’s equal in proletariat background and her superior in 

parachute sport fell pregnant just when they both were accepted for the final tests. Then her major 



competitor within a group was from more privileged family. And while being preferred by the 

scientists and the medical personnel that girl was dismissed by the party leaders. Another 

competitor gained weight suddenly. All that helped Valentina to move to the first position.  

So she flew into space on 16th of June 1963 and orbited the Earth for 2 days, 22 hours and 50 

minutes. This was longer than all the US astronauts flight times combined so far.  

She had to perform certain tasks and scientific experiments, to prove that the women could be as a 

successful spacecraft pilots as men. Some elements of the spacecraft were specifically modified to 

suit specific female requirements. For example the first female space urinal was designed. It was an 

ingenious device. Together with a receptacle for the poop it made the first female space toilet that 

Tereshkova had to use during her time in space.  

 

I held it in my hands when I was a student and worked on my rocket science diploma. Fantastic piece 

of engineering it was, simple and effective. But to fit the confinements of the first generations of the 

space capsule it was small and rather rudimentary by the modern standards. And not particularly 

hygienic I must add, requiring full mental control of your bodily functions: the body positioning has 

to be precise and do not go too fast please.  

Other than these small adjustments her program in space was essentially the same as her male 

colleagues. She had to eat, sleep, move about, go to toilet, - all according to a precise schedule, to 

communicate with the earth, to perform random mental and physical tests, and keep full record of 

her subjective emotions and feelings about everything.  

She was also to photograph the Earth and some of these photographs were of particular interests to 

the military.   

The flight was an astounding success. Valentina Tereshkova not only flew into space and survived, 

but also performed all the tasks on par with males, returned to earth in full health and mental 

capacity, and orbited for much longer than these Americans. Every minute was projecting the image 

of Soviet power domination all over the globe, and the woman was the major dominating force.  

 

She was made the member of the Soviet highest knighthood order – the Hero of the Soviet Union. 

At first the Russian newspapers wrote about her and the world media followed shortly afterwards, 

then the radio and TV programmes were translated and copied all around the world, and then 

Valentina herself began the tour of success. She visited country after country parading in limousines 

and giving lectures in the universities, but more importantly she oversaw the reception of female  

delegates from overseas. So she hosted the reception Angela Davies, social activist, communist and 

one of Black Panther movement leaders in the US.  

 



 

Figure 1 Valentina Tereshkova and Angela Davis 

 

Her career in space was quickly turning into career in the world politics, and the big game the Soviets 

were playing with Americans during the Cold War now had a new major player, recruiting more and 

more female followers around the globe.  

 

For some time she became a role model for the whole generation of girls, inspiring them to be just 

like her. Most of them were limiting their efforts to copying her hairstyle though.  

 



 

Figure 2 Valentina Tereshkova and Fidel Castro 

 

Valentina Tereshkova was quickly promoted through the political and military ranks. She was made a 

head of Soviet Women committee and later a Chairman of the Soviet United Committee of the 

international friendship and cultural relationships societies.  A bit of mouthful, isn’t it? But a 

powerful organisation indeed, made to project the Socialist model all over the world via many 

subcommittees, organisations, clubs and societies – all sponsored by the mighty Soviet State and its 

satellites.  

Valentina was also installed in the parliament, but her role there was purely nominal. Sometimes she 

made speeches, but took no part in the important decisions.  

 

She was all for international stage, for the spectacle of the female power. There were no equal to 

her on the entire globe. More than that; all the top American men were inferior, having achieved 

less than a single Soviet woman in space. The space was an ultimate world stage, where the true grit 

of the nations was to be shown, and the show of the early 60s was decisively pro-Soviet, pro-

Communist and pro-Feminist, no doubt.   

 

Needless to say, all these fresh developments made some American power elites increasingly jumpy. 

Something needed to be done to counteract the perceived success of the Soviet model.  

Western feminist institutions were expanded and diversified; they would have to be as progressive 

as Soviet ones, but totally pro-American and pro-Western and to achieve that they were funded 

majorly by the US. US began competing with USSR for the first place on the world arena of feminist 

politicking, made long-term investments in that area and the rest of free world followed the suit.  

 



And the Cold War escalated further and further and … all out of sudden the Soviet Union lost it all, 

made bankrupt and collapsed in 1991 after a brief period of so called Perestroika, which was an 

attempt to re-build the faulty socialist economical model, while keeping all the soviet power elites in 

control.  

Wait a second. What faulty socialist economical model? It was a raving success all until the very end. 

Or so the Soviet state propaganda machine made all us believe. Not just the Russians, but also the 

Americans. And the Australians believed it too.  

The underlying belief was that the state bureaucracy can effectively manage it all, from the 

production of needles and potato growth to the flight in space.  

The capitalist free marked model was considered inferior purely from a theoretical framework point 

of view. Free competition was believed to be unfair. Private property was believed to breed 

inequality, oppression and suffering.  

 

The reality was pretty much exactly opposite of these beliefs.  

 

The socialist bureaucracy was all powerful, but utterly irresponsible. By stripping an individual of the 

personal control and responsibility for the consequences of his or her actions, the State made the 

individual contrived and vaguely inept. The education was apparently encouraged, but the truth 

discovery was discouraged. All the individual learning should be within the communist paradigm; the 

uncomfortable facts repressed and rejected – that how we were all made to think the same. And the 

schools were the factories of the individual smart enough to run the state machinery while being 

dumb enough not to question its construction. It is interesting to point out that the education 

dominated by females played the major role in brainwashing us and destroying nearly all the free 

thinking the kids naturally possess; I guess it was nice to masquerade the oppression as motherly 

nurture.  

 

The production and distribution of the public goods was arranged with bureaucratic precision, but 

no state administrator was ever interested to find out whether people really liked or not. Instead the 

choruses of praises for the regime were staged and eagerly anticipated, statistics were fudged and 

all the reports were just fantastic. But the reality on a street was getting gloomier every day. There 

was state-wide shortage of nearly every essential consumer product, from toilet paper to cars. 

 

 Long before the State collapsed the semi-secret inner Communist party circle understood only too 

well that the socialist system just does not work. And instead of fixing the unfixable they increased 

their investment into ideology and mind control. 

 The presentation was everything, the reality was thoroughly suppressed.  The State was becoming 

increasingly theatrical with a highly decorated stage and increasingly messy backstage.  

 

Rejecting the harsh reality while perpetuating the bright myth, the state elites concentrated into 

tight and narcissistic circle of so called Nomenclature, a pool of powerful individuals, usually married 



within the same circle, running all the state affairs while controlling all its ideology and jumping from 

one position of power to another in case of a failure. In shadowy regions of this Nomenclature 

lurked the all-powerful secret police, KGB that was controlling political dissent and monitoring the 

citizen’s private thoughts via the vast network of informers. All the state media was in the hands of 

the state bureaucrats, no free press, nor TV, not even a radio station existed, so the  information was 

pretty easy to control.  

 

When the Chernobyl Atomic Power station exploded, the truth about the explosion was suppressed. 

For the first three days, all the communication lines between the area of radioactive contamination 

and the external world were cut down. No telephone, no telegraph, no postal service.  

So when I called my parents down there, there was an eerie silence on the line.  

And I went ahead bought a train ticket and went to discover what is really going on. I was lucky to 

survive that path of discovery. And after a long while I ended up in Australia.  

But this short story is not about my life, it is about Valentina Tereshkova, a feminist hero. 

About the same time when the ruined Chernobyl power plant was slowly leaking the radiation into 

the soil and atmosphere, the truth about her own achievement slowly leaked into the media, which 

was by now partially privately owned and relatively free.  

… 

First of all, her flight into space was not a success by the standards of objective reporting. It was 

nearly a complete failure. She was not a pilot, she was just there flown in space, pretty much out of 

control. And she avoided the fatal end thanks to some rudimentary automation, radio control from 

earth, and a sheer luck, not by applying her skills.  

Actually she performed pre-start routine better than any male counterpart. She sat in a chair for the 

initial photo session calm and collected.  When the keys were put into ignition she cited some 

poetry: “I am Chaika (Seagull – it was her codename). Hey, The Sky! Hat off! Here I come!”. So she 

became known as “Chaika” or The Seagull all over the globe.   

But that was the end of her great performance.  

 

When ascending, she screamed “Mommy, Mommy!”, uttered profanities and these cries and stream 

of bad language had to hushed up. Instead the State radio repeated her pre-start proud poetic 

statement “I am Chaika…”. Later she would say she was not scared at all, she was just trying to stay 

strong.  

Her scientific program was deliberately and thoroughly ruined.  

The major problem was that she continuously vomited for the duration of the flight and the 

indigested food particles together with stomach fluids were all over the capsule. She tried to eat and 

vomited again and again. That made her exhausted. Later she complained about how unpalatable 

the bread was and how pleasant it was to just to drink some cold water.  And of these three days’ 

ration packs she ate very little, if any. She restricted her movements, abandoning some of the 

scientific experiments. Apparently she decided to seat steady and to suppress the nausea. 

 

The space control centre tried to communicate and found her sleeping out of the normal hours. So 



they woke her up with a loud buzz, but she appeared lethargic and the space centre grew more and 

more alarmed. The first female toilet worked OK, but was a bit leaky too as it turned to be not 

perfectly adjusted to her groin, - you see, she was not the first choice to fly in the space, and female 

sex organs together with urinary tract opening vary ever slightly from individual to individual. On a 

top of it defecation in space was still hit and miss affair, unless you were in total control of the 

process. Tereshkova lost control of her bowels during the first seconds of the flight and the space 

suit could not be possibly removed, the limits of her endurance needed to be stretched even further. 

She could not scratch herself where she itched. Instead she wrote in her space diary: “I am itching 

there… and there”. She wrote very little of what was going on, as a matter of fact. It was discovered 

by the medical personnel later that most of her diary was filled back on Earth, within the first hours 

after the landing. Most of this account comes from the forensic investigations by the medics, 

engineers and the scientists.  

 

Her physical discomfort grew as the time passed, she began calling Mommy again in semi-dreamy 

state, but had lucid periods, when she apologised, attempted to tidy up and to make the photos 

important for the military. When talking on the radio with the command centre, she avoided 

answering the uncomfortable questions and refused to take any medicine. Instead she reassured the 

scientists that she is in control.  

 

When it was time to return to Earth, she had to perform three consecutive orientation tasks that 

were necessary for capsule the re-entry. She performed two of them and failed on the third, nearly 

sending the capsule to the higher orbit instead. She was about to miss the re-entry so the space 

centre on Earth took control and applied the semi-automated routine. Her re-entry point was very 

far from the designated spot. Thankfully Russia is a very large country, so she landed still within the 

confinements of the State. So it was OK. Later she blamed that failure to navigate back to earth on 

the faulty piece of electronics. The tests were run and found no fault whatsoever.  

 

Yet when catapulted from the descending capsule, she made another critical mistake and hit her 

head against the helmet with such a force that she suffered near-fatal concussion and landed in a 

state of mild delirium. She narrowly missed the lake, lucky again not to drown.  

 

She crawled back to the capsule and tried to clean it up from her vomit. She also washed her space 

suit from excrements, distorting the overall picture and therefore ruining the chance for the 

scientists to discover what the heck was wrong with the female organism to do or rather not to do 

so well in space.  

 

On a top of it, when the local peasants rushed to see her and the capsule, she used the remaining 

space rations as giveaways and accepted their food offerings, filling her stomach with contents that 

could not be measured nor tested.  

 

Few hours later the search party arrived on helicopters and found her semi-unconscious. It took her 

another day to recover enough for the staged photo-shoot when she had to have her bruise covered 

and the photographs later to be retouched. Still, they are not perfect and if you will dig in the 

archives you’d find that oddly disturbing face of the first woman in space, just returned to Earth, 



with half of her face looking like a zombie mask and eyes pointing in different directions. No 

Photoshop back then! 

 

Nobody still knows how much she actually managed to eat in space by herself, and how the 

weightlessness affected her metabolism. So the major scientific and medical questions were left 

unanswered. The top scientists and the leader of the program were furious and believed that she 

deliberately sabotaged the scientific program just for her own image to appear good. The medics 

were first to issue her an official note of protest. But the party officials were extremely pleased with 

an outcome.  

 

A few days later she was reprimanded in a complete secrecy by Sergei Korolev, the legendary Chief 

Designer. 

At the same time she was publicly awarded by the head of the State Nikita Khrushchev. She still had 

a giant bruise on a side of her face, so she appeared on TV in a heavy make-up. Fortunately the TV 

back then was all black and white.  

 

The woman group space program was quietly suspended, further tests were conducted by the 

medical personnel and upon their report the whole female was disbanded and the other candidates 

turned away, again, in complete media silence; it seemed that the State has lost interest in having 

more women in space.  Some of these girls survived the humiliation and got back to more or less 

normal life; some turned to drink and did not live long.  

 

The space toilet went back to the drawing board.  

 

Tereshkova never went back to space again. Years later she tried to re-start the training and applied 

the political pressure to be accepted and to have a special training program to bring her back in 

shape, but later she failed all the physical tests and sadly admitted she just cannot do it anymore.  

 

Why the Soviet leadership and the chief engineer of the project were against sending more women 

in space?  

I could put forward one single consideration passing the mind of the Soviet leaders: the death of 

female cosmonaut would be a serious blow to the Soviet propaganda machine. Instead of a 

successful liberated woman the world would see a dead liberated woman to show the world, so the 

woman liberation under the tenets of the Communist paradigm would be seriously questioned and 

the female communists in the western world would lose heart.  Surely no one wanted Soviet Union 

to look that bad in the eyes of the women of the world. And one female in space, being communist 

and Soviet, was good enough already; it was a strong leverage point to try and turn the world upside 

down.  

 

Scientists on other hand were interested in space exploration, and the mysteries of a female 

organism in that space were distant secondary next to the discoveries of the outer world. Female 

candidates for the space program were too difficult to find, expensive to handle and way too 

unreliable next to the male ones. Valentina Tereshkova’s flight just made it perfectly clear. “No more 

bints in space” – said the Chief Designer, frustrated by Tereshkova’s oddly unprofessional behaviour.  



 

Ultimately the question was whether the whole space project may afford to let women take risks 

and die at the same rate as men do. Five Soviet spacemen scouts had accidents and died in the early 

Soviet space program – one before Tereshkova flight and four after her. Their deaths were tragic to 

their families, but not a political embarrassment for the State; the engineering errors were corrected 

the space program continued without much of a hiccup. Hardly their deaths were any more 

remarkable from the deaths of millions of other bright men in previous wars and mass executions. 

The State could easily afford to waste few more. The cost of women life seemed to be lots higher.   

It took almost 20 years for another Soviet woman to fly in orbit. It was an entirely different type of a 

space flight, far more comfortable and reliable and completely different sort of a woman, vastly 

more privileged from her birth, but her story is outside the scope of this short article.  

 

Tereshkova’s personal life was not very joyful, nor particularly rewarding. Her daughter was born 

prematurely and with some small, but noticeable developmental problems that took years to 

correct. Again the doctors speculated that it was due to effects of the flight – the stress, the lift-off 

extreme gravity overload, the weightlessness in space, nobody knew for sure and the evidence is still 

inconclusive. Valentina did not try to get pregnant again.  

Her marriage was not blissful either. Despite that the spouses spent most of their time separately 

doing their training and conducting political activities, their brief periods together at home were not 

a psychological relief, but a struggle between the extremely powerful yet extremely different 

individuals which left them both bitter.  

 

Her husband Adrian Nikolayev, himself a brilliant military pilot, an engineer of various skills and a 

very straightforward spaceman, having in mind the long years of a space exploitation ahead, thought 

that most of his wife rewards and her public success are undeserved and smell dangerously of 

fakery. She an utter failure as a spacewoman, or perhaps not that bad, but not particularly good 

either. Next to him she was lacking both in skills and physical abilities and therefore she had to 

accept more of a modest lifestyle – so thought the husband.  

But Valentina Tereshkova thought he was silly and childish not to understand the importance of her 

as a political figurehead and her complete selflessness in playing that important role. So she labelled 

him a tyrant and refused to get away from the limelight.  

 This was not a dialogue between husband and wife. It was two monologues controlled by the state. 

Sort of doublethink of Orwell’s 1984.  

It was not a fight between two powers within a family either. It was much a larger scale struggle – of 

the progressive State on one side and the tyrannical Reality on another.  

 

 Soon after a very much public space marriage there was very quiet earthly divorce. Instead of 

private joys of family life, she was left out to enjoy the pleasures of power within the state 

institutions. When she remarried few years later, the second husband was smart enough to stay 

unnoticeable in his wife’s shadow.  

At the same time, the initially very ambitious Soviet space program – with its plans to colonize Moon 

within five years and then Mars within another ten – was cut down again, again and again, until very 



little was left out of it, and these leftovers were shared between the military-industrial complex and 

the state political propaganda machinery. The scientists and all those who dreamed about space 

explorations had to cope with it.  

 

Valentina Tereshkova remained an inspiration for younger girls in Russia and abroad. Curiously 

enough the adult female population of Russia displayed some palpable dislike of her, and my mom 

tried to tell me some of the truth, not knowing the full extent of it. 

 

 As a sidenote, when Valentina Tereshkova’s daughter grew up, she gave an interview and called her 

mother an abusive tyrant. 

 

An afterword  

 

Our hero Valentina Tereshkova survived all that leaky truth as well as I personally survived the 

radiation. Soon after the collapse of USSR she was given General rank and a salary without spending 

a single day in military barracks. She keeps getting awards and gifts from the State officials with 

clockwork regularity. She enjoys the best medicine in the world specifically build to sustain long life 

of top government officials beyond the little folks lifespan.  

 

 After a long time she apparently believes in her mythologised story. Or she accepts the most of it, 

although she still mentions the vomit.  

She remains a member of close circle of Russian power elites. Despite the communist ideals of 

selflessness and frugal life, she became very wealthy and at the age of 79 still wields a serious 

political power both in Russia and abroad. She gives interviews and appears in photo sessions.  She is 

a true feminist hero, although she is openly critical of the modern western world feminism.  

Recently she announced her desire to go to Mars, and as a return flight is still a problem, she is eager 

to have it one way, to stay up there forever.  

 

P.S. 

 

My father, born the same year as her, died of a sudden heat attack in 1994, he was 57. He helped to 

stop the radiation leak in Chernobyl.  

 

Sources: Russian Wikipedia – Валентина Терешкова 
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