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Three Astronautical Pioneers — 2

K. E. Tsiolkovskii

an autobiography

Freely translated by A. N. Petroff

Background

More than half a century ago, an
impecunious Russian schoolteacher,
who never had anything remotely re-
sembling a laboratory as we under-
stand it, and who throughout his en-
tire life struggled to raise the few
rubles he needed to go on with his
experiments, established the basic
principles of space flight.

Inconceivable though it may be,
by 1903—the same year as the Wright
brothers’ first flight—Konstantin Ed-
uardovich Tsiolkovskii, his mind filled
with haunting visions which he at-
tempted to turn into reality, had com-
pleted a full-scale study of a manned
space vehicle powered by lox-hydro-
gen rockets, and had conceived many
of the ideas in use in today’s long-
range ballistic missiles and space
vehicles.

Almost unknown at the time of his
death in 1935, Tsiolkovskii (of whom
Theodore von Karmén once said, “He
was perhaps the first man to base a
project for space travel on sound
principles”) and his monumental work
have in recent years been the subject
of innumerable books and essays.

Some months ago, A. N. Petroff,
director of research, Research Engi-
neering Dept., Cessna Aircraft Co.,
and president of the ARS Wichita
Section, was kind enough to supply
AsTtroNauTics with a copy of this
translation of Tsiolkovskii's autobiog-
raphy, taken from “K. E. Tsiolkovskii,
His Life Work and Rockets,” by N. A.
Rynin, published in Russia in 1931
and today extremely rare and almost
unobtainable.

The brief but poignant document,
presented here in English for the first
time, presents a fascinating insight
into the mind and life of the great
Russian scientist in his own words.

This is the second in a series of
autobiographical portraits of the three
pioneers to whom present-day astro-
nautical technology owes such a great
debt. The Robert H. Goddard por-
trait appeared last month, while a
new autobiography of Herman Oberth
especially prepared for AsTrRoNAUTICS
will run in the near future.
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. . . In my life I have not only thought and
computed, but, with my own hands, realized
my ideas. But you cannot do without the
idea. Thought goes before action, and imagi-
nation before exact computation.”

—KonstanTiN E. TsioLkovskix

@

l WAS born on the 5th of September, 1857, in Ijevski Village of

Riazan Provence, Russia. My parents were poor, my father an
impractical inventor and philosopher. Mother, as father used to
say, had a spark of hidden talent; among her relatives were many
gifted people. I was eight or nine years old when she showed me
a small toy balloon made of collodium and filled with hydrogen
which aroused my interest.

At the age of 10, my hearing was impaired by the aftereffects of
scarlet fever, Being almost deaf made me a victim of ridicule to
the rest of the boys in the neighborhood. This handicap estranged
me from people and prompted me to read, concentrate, and dream
to keep from boredom. Hurt pride sought satisfaction. There was
a desire to do something big, heroic, to be rewarded, and at 11 I
tried to express myself by composing silly verses. At 14, I gained
from a physics textbook some theoretical understanding of aero-
statics, and tried to fill a sack made of tissue paper with hydrogen.
The experiment failed.

At that time, I was also interested in mechanical flight by means
of flapping wings. Among other things, I made a small model of
a carriage which moved in all directions, with and against the wind
generated by bellows. There was another model of a carriage pow-
ered by a steam turbine. Later, I decided to build a larger carriage
for myself, suitable fer travel, spending lunch money on lumber,
screws, nails, etc. The project failed due to lack of patience and
money and the final realization that the thing was impractical.

At 15 or 16 my knowledge of elementary mathematics gave me a
better understanding of physics. - Above all, I was interested in
static balloons and already had enough data to solve the following
problem: To find the dimension of a balloon, constructed of metal
of a certain thickness, that would lift a given number of people. It
was clear to me that the thickness of the skin will increase indefi-
nitely as the balloon grows in size. Since then, the idea of a metallic
aerostat stuck in my mind. It tired me out, and then for months I







