
BEIJING: China launched the first module of its
“Heavenly Palace” space station yesterday, a mile-
stone in Beijing’s ambitious plan to establish a per-
manent human presence in space.

Billions of dollars have been poured into space
exploration as China seeks to reflect its rising
global stature and growing technological might,
following in the footsteps of the United States,
Russia and Europe. The Tianhe core module, which
houses life support equipment and a living space
for astronauts, was launched from Wenchang in
China’s tropical Hainan province on a Long-March
5B rocket on Thursday, state television showed.
Chinese President Xi Jinping called the space sta-
tion a key step in “building a great nation of sci-
ence and technology” in a congratulatory message
yesterday.

The Tiangong space station, whose name means
“Heavenly Palace”, is expected to be operational by
2022 after around 11 missions to deliver more mod-
ules and assemble them in orbit. Live footage from
state broadcaster CCTV showed space program
employees cheering as the rocket powered its way
through the atmosphere billowing flames from the
launch site.  Crowds wearing sunhats and wielding
smartphone cameras gathered under the coconut
trees of a nearby beach to watch the launch as a
band played in photos published by the China
Aerospace Science and Technology Corporation. 

“A palace in the sky will no longer be just a ro-
mantic fantasy of the ancients,” the CCTV anchor
said. The completed station will be similar to the So-
viet “Mir” station that orbited Earth from the 1980s
until 2001. The Chinese space station is expected
to remain in low orbit at between 400 and 450 kilo-

metres above Earth for a lifespan of around 15
years.

The completed station, weighing little more than
90 tons, will be around a quarter the size of the In-
ternational Space Station. The station will have two
other modules for scientific study and will be
equipped with solar panels as well as experimental
equipment including an ultracold atomic experi-
ment apparatus, according to the Chinese Society
of Astronautics. 

The core module will give three astronauts 50
cubic metres of living space, equipped with ad-
vanced telecommunications equipment that will
allow astronauts to browse websites “no differently
from normal people using the internet and phones
on Earth”, Bai Linhou, deputy chief designer of the
space station, told CCTV. China launched the Tian-
gong-1 lab, its first prototype module intended to
lay the groundwork for the permanently crewed
station, in September 2011.—AFP

Michael Collins: 
‘The loneliest 
man in history’
WASHINGTON: American astronaut Michael
Collins was hailed as a lifelong advocate of space
exploration: erudite and witty yet also self-effac-
ing, maintaining in a 2009 interview with NASA
that his historic accomplishments were “90 percent
blind luck” and that astronauts should not be cele-
brated as heroes. Collins who piloted the Apollo 11
command module while his crewmates became the
first people to walk on the Moon, died on Wednes-
day after battling cancer.

Sometimes called “the loneliest man in history”
because of his long solo flight while his colleagues
loped across the lunar surface, Collins never earned
the same global name recognition as Neil Arm-
strong and Buzz Aldrin.

But “Mike always faced the challenges of life
with grace and humility, and faced this, his final
challenge, in the same way,” Collins’ family posted
on his official Twitter account. Crewmate Aldrin led
the tributes, writing on Twitter: “Dear Mike, Wher-
ever you have been or will be, you will always have

the Fire to Carry us deftly to new heights and to
the future. We will miss you. May you Rest In
Peace.” US President Joe Biden said that while
Collins “may not have received equal glory,” he was
“an equal partner, reminding our nation about the
importance of collaboration in service of great
goals.” Born in Rome in 1930 to a US army officer
serving as military attache there, Collins went on

to become a fighter pilot and test pilot with the air
force. He applied to NASA after being inspired by
John Glenn, the first American to orbit the Earth,
and was selected to be an astronaut in 1963.

Collins’ first spaceflight was on the Gemini 10
mission, where he made a then record-breaking
two spacewalks. But he is best known for being a
member of the Apollo 11 mission when, on July 20,
1969, his crewmates Neil Armstrong and Buzz
Aldrin took their giant leaps for mankind. Re-
marking on Collins’ role, a NASA press officer
would later tell reporters: “Not since Adam has
any human known such solitude.”  Collins spent
half a century trying to debunk that myth. “I
would enjoy a perfectly enjoyable hot coffee, I
had music if I wanted to,” he said at a 50th an-
niversary event in 2019. 

“Good old Command Module Columbia had
every facility that I needed, and it was plenty big
and I really enjoyed my time by myself instead of
being terribly lonely.” He was worried, however,
that Armstrong and Aldrin might not make it back
alive-remarking once that being the mission’s sole
survivor would have made him “a marked man for
life.”Ultimately, Apollo 11 was a success and after
the crew splashed down in the Pacific, they em-
barked on a worldwide tour, at the end of which
they were all awarded the Presidential Medal of
Freedom. —AFP
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China launches first module for 
space station ‘Heavenly Palace’ 

A milestone in Beijing’s ambitious plan to establish a human presence in space

People watch a Long March 5B rocket, carrying China’s Tianhe space station core module, as it lifts
off from the Wenchang Space Launch Center in southern China’s Hainan province yesterday. — AFP

In this file photo obtained from NASA, shows the
official crew portrait of the Apollo 11 astronauts
taken at the Kennedy Space center on March 30,
1969, (shown left to right) are Neil A Armstrong,
Commander; Michael Collins, Module Pilot; Edwin
E “Buzz” Aldrin, Lunar Module Pilot. — AFP

China’s long 
march to Moon 
and beyond
BEIJING: The launch of the first module of
China’s new space station - “Heavenly Palace”
- yesterday underlined how far the country
has come in achieving its space dream. The
Tianhe core module houses life support
equipment and a living space for astronauts,
and is another key step in Beijing’s grand
plans to establish a permanent human pres-
ence in space.

Beijing has poured billions into its military-
run space program, with hopes of having a
crewed space station by 2022 and eventually
sending humans to the Moon. The country has
come a long way in its race to catch up with
the United States and Russia, whose astro-
nauts and cosmonauts have decades of expe-
rience in space exploration. But Beijing sees
its space project as a mark of its rising global
stature and growing technological might. Here
is a look at China’s space program through
the decades, and where it is headed:

Mao’s vow 
Soon after the Soviet Union launched

Sputnik in 1957, Chairman Mao Zedong pro-
nounced: “We too will make satellites.” It took
more than a decade, but in 1970, China
launched its first satellite on a Long March
rocket. Human spaceflight took decades
longer, with Yang Liwei becoming the first
Chinese “taikonaut” in 2003. As the launch
approached, concerns over the viability of the
mission caused Beijing to cancel a live televi-
sion broadcast at the last minute.

But it went smoothly, with Yang orbiting
the Earth 14 times during a 21-hour flight
aboard the Shenzhou 5. China has launched
five crewed missions since.

Space station and ‘Jade Rabbit’ 
Following in the footsteps of the United

States and Russia, China is striving to build a
space station circling the planet. The Tian-
gong-1 lab was launched in September 2011.

In 2013, the second Chinese woman in
space, Wang Yaping, gave a video class from
inside the space module to children across the
world’s most populous country.

The craft was also used for medical exper-
iments and, most importantly, tests intended
to prepare for the construction of a space sta-
tion. That was followed by the “Jade Rabbit”
lunar rover in 2013, which first appeared a dud
when it turned dormant and stopped sending
signals back to Earth.—AFP


