
Minnesota History: Setting stage for space race 
By Curt Brown  
April 2, 2015  
 

 
U.S. Air Force On Aug. 20, Air Force scientist Major David G. Simons set a new record for balloonists of approximately 102,000 feet. 
Here, Simons is shown in front of the balloon capsule.  

A scientist turned Air Force major named David Goodman Simons climbed into a space suit 
and squeezed into an air-conditioned aluminum capsule about the size of a phone booth. It was 
mid-August 1957, at the Minneapolis office and lab of Otto Winzen, a former General Mills 
researcher who had developed plastic balloons for the Navy. 

Once Simons was sealed in and his breathing equipment tested and found to be working 
properly, the capsule was loaded on a truck — with Simons strapped inside — for a 125-mile 
drive to an open pit mine on the Iron Range. 

From the bottom of that Portsmouth Mine, 40 stories down and just north of Crosby, Minn., 
Simons would avoid surface winds during inflation, before riding his metallic gondola beneath 



a massive, paper-thin helium balloon to the edge of space. In the hair-raising ascent, he’d 
undergo an array of medical tests 19 miles up to see how humans withstood such altitudes 
during a 32-hour, pre-NASA flight for a secret Air Force program called Project Man High. 

Just before takeoff on a flight where Simons reached 102,000 feet to set an altitude record, his 
commanding officer — Col. John Paul Stapp, a University of Minnesota doctor, professor and 
researcher — quipped: “Major, you are about to reach the high point of your career.” 

He landed in a flax field just across the Minnesota-South Dakota border — and on the Sept. 2, 
1957, cover of Life magazine. But on Oct. 4, the Soviets launched Sputnik I, the beach ball-
sized first artificial satellite. It orbited Earth in 98 minutes, igniting the Cold War space race and 
kick-starting the creation of NASA and its Mercury, Gemini and Apollo manned space flights. 
Minnesota’s pioneering balloon flights, meanwhile, were rendered into the offal of history — 
obscured and forgotten. 

Now that the Mars Atmosphere and Volatile Evolution craft, better known as MAVEN, has 
trekked 442 million miles to study Martian climate change, it’s a good time to rekindle 
Minnesota’s largely unknown role in the early, pre-space program. It’s also a good reminder 
that some of the state’s most intriguing history doesn’t necessarily trace back to the Civil War. 
This historic balloon ride happened a mere 57 years ago. 

 



 



 
A career high: Air Force Maj. David G. Simons checked equipment in the gondola before his 
balloon flight on Aug. 20, 1957. The balloon was launched from the Portsmouth Mine near 
Crosby, Minn.  

“Simons and his colleagues set the stage for the space age,” Tom Crouch, a curator at the 
National Air and Space Museum in Washington, said in a New York Times obituary when 
Simons died four years ago. “The Mercury capsules and the ones used by the Soviets were just 
one jump beyond the balloon capsules that these guys used … they were the last step before you 
go to space.” 

Simons had gained fame by flinging mice, monkeys and guinea pigs into weightlessness to test 
cosmic radiation effects. He became an early lab rat himself, subjecting himself to before-and-
after blood tests with a microphone tracking his heart rate. In his Life story, he told readers stars 
don’t twinkle in space, they shine consistently. 

But Simons wasn’t the first to soar from Minnesota soil. At Fleming Field in South St. Paul — 
on June 2, 1957 — a young jet pilot named Joseph Kittinger took off and soared beneath a 2-
million-cubic-foot balloon to 95,000 feet. His 12-hour flight was scuttled after two hours 
because of an oxygen leak and communication problems that required him to use Morse code. 

When Minnesotan project honchos Stapp and Winzen ordered him to descend, the irked 
Kittinger tapped out: “Come and get me.” 

Simon’s flight on Man High II included a bout with good old Minnesota weather. He sank 
30,000 feet at sunset as helium gas cooled because a thunderstorm cut off the Earth’s reflective 
heat. By dawn, in the teeth of the storm, Simons jettisoned all the ballast he could find to get 
back up to 100,000 feet. He was supposed to drift to Miles City, Mont., for his landing but 
wound up in eastern South Dakota. 

A farmer and his son ran to greet Simons, who popped off his helmet and said, “Hello, how are 
you today?” According to his obituary in the Times, the farmer’s kid was quickly distracted by 
something far more interesting to him: the descending helicopters tracking the balloon. 

If you want to visit the site of Simons’ historic launch, you’ll have to bring a swimsuit. The old 
450-foot-deep Portsmouth mine has been filled with water and is now Portsmouth Pit Lake, 
according to Shirlee Bengtson, a secretary at the Cuyuna Iron Heritage Network, which runs a 
museum in Crosby during summer months. 

“It’s one of those little known facts that Crosby was part of the space program,” she said. “They 
needed that deep mine because the balloons were so fragile, the winds could wreck it as it 
inflated. Now people ride their bikes past the spot and have no idea what happened there.” 

  



Curt Brown’s weekly tale on Minnesota’s history will appear each Sunday. Readers can send him ideas and suggestions at 
mnhistory@startribune.com. 

	  


