
W hen our featured 1962 Corvette was 
still new, the Soviet Union had already 

stunned the world by launching two men 
into orbit around the Earth, while the United 
States had sent only two men on suborbital 
trips and one into orbit. 

The Soviet Union had more time in space (with a 5:1 
ratio) on two flights than the U.S. did with three. At 
the time, the U.S. appeared to be lagging behind in 
the Space Race.

In reality, the U.S.S.R. was simply taking larger 
risks by placing their cosmonauts into the largely 
unknown environment of space, though their launch 
vehicle for these missions could put heavier space-
craft into orbit than the United States’ Atlas rocket.
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He went on to work on the Space Shuttle program before re-
tiring from NASA, with the flight of STS-67 in March of 1995 
being his final assignment.

The early histories of the Corvette and NASA share something 
in common: failure followed by gradually increasing levels of 
success. 

After failing to reach the production goal of 10,000 units for 
the 1954 model year, and then filling orders for a paltry 700 
cars the following year, Chevrolet was eady to put an end to 
their fiberglass sports car. 

However, with the support and skills of key people 
within GM, such as engineer Zora Arkus-Duntov and 
Chevrolet’s chief engineer Ed Cole, the Corvette ma-
tured into a true sports car that became very com-
petitive in motor sports.

 

A gainst this backdrop, the late Frank Nor-
ton, an engineer, took up the challenges 
of the Space Race when NASA hired him 

in December 1964. 
The Mercury, Gemini and Apollo astronauts got all the headlines, 
autograph requests, and eventually even a book and Hollywood 
production about them (both titled The Right Stuff), but many 
thousands of people like Frank helped put them into orbit and on 
the moon. 



The 283cid small block V8, combined 
with a four-speed transmission and fu-
el-injection, made an enormous differ-
ence in convincing people that the Cor-
vette was the real deal—well over 6,000 
were built for 1957. 

In 1960, production of the Corvette sur-
passed the 10,000 mark.

Also in 1960, a Corvette took a 
first-in-class at that year’s pres-
tigious 24 Hours of Le Mans. For 
1962, the final version of the first 
generation Corvette brought a to-
tal of 14,531 orders. 

That same year, NASA put a total of 
three men into orbit around the earth in 
Project Mercury spacecraft and success-
fully tested a couple of prototype Saturn 
rockets, which ultimately led to the type 
used for the Project Apollo lunar mis-
sions.

More power was a key element for 
achieving success for the Corvette as 
well as for NASA.

Of course there were many factors in-
volved in the success of the Corvette. 
Sports car owners had to be serious en-
thusiasts in order to appreciate driving 
them. 

To most Americans, these cars had eye 
appeal, but were not particularly com-
fortable and were more expensive than 
other more practical transportation al-
ternatives. 

For instance, for the price of a 1950 
Jaguar XK120, you could have bought a 
1950 Cadillac Club Coupe, or a Chevro-
let Bel Air and a Deluxe convertible with 
money left over.  

Even so, Zora Arkus-Duntov told 
the Society of Automotive Engi-
neers in 1953 that,  while statis-
tics showed most Americans did 
not care for sports cars, he ques-
tioned if the statistics were telling 
the whole story. 

He told the group, “As far as the Ameri-
can market is concerned, it is still an un-
known quantity since an American sports 
car catering to American tastes, roads, 
way of living and national character has 
not yet been on the market.”

He suspected a sports car designed to 
correspond to the wants of the American 
driver might have a significant following. 
His hunch, of  course, later proved to be 
correct.

However, the original Corvette, which 
went into production in mid-1953, suf-
fered from a lack of qualities that most 
American drivers expected, such as roll-
up windows and other conveniences. 

Quality control was another issue. Panel 
fit was generally poor and stress cracks 
appeared fairly quickly. A price tag of 
$3,490 was certainly a deterrent to own-
ership as well. 

Eventually, GM overcame the problems 
with the Corvette and it has maintained 
a loyal following into the 21st century.
 



Three years before joining NASA, Frank Norton purchased 
the Roman Red 1962 Corvette shown here. On December 
30, 1961, he drove away from Ernest Allen Chevrolet in Ft. 
Worth, TX, in this Corvette equipped with the 300 HP 327cid 
engine, Powerglide automatic transmission, osi-traction rear 
axle, 670 x 15 white sidewall tires and radio. 

The price tag, including tax, title, inspection and license, 
totalled to $4,653.84, which was about the same price as a 
new Oldsmobile. Of course, the Olds did not have the cachet 
of the Corvette. Frank moved to Florida when he went to 
work for NASA at Cape Canaveral, which was renamed Cape 
Kennedy for a few years, in honour of the slain president. He 
kept the Corvette for the rest of his life. 

After his retirement, he intended to restore it, but only got 
as far as dismantling it during his remaining nine years of  
life. Once the estate issues were settled, his family sold the 
Corvette in 2004 to its current owner, Danny Reed, who is a 
member of the National Corvette Restorers Society (NCRS). 

He hired a professional shop, Corvettes by Ray (as in Ray 
Repczynski), to complete the restoration. Danny, an Aus-
tin, TX, resident, has  has three other Corvettes closely 
tied to the Space Race: a 1969 model, driven by Apollo 
12 moonwalker Alan Bean while he trained for his lunar 
mission, and two 1971 models driven by Apollo 15 Com-
mander Dave Scott and Command Module Pilot Al Worden. 

Since being restored to NCRS standards, the Cor-
vette has won the club’s coveted Top Flight award in 
its  first showing, with a 99.2-point score in 2006.  

The following year, it received the NCRS Performance Award, 
followed by another Top Flight Award at the 2008 NCRS Na-
tional Convention in St. Charles, MO, where it also received 
the prestigious Duntov Award of Excellence. 

Additional awards include a First Place 
and Best of Show at the 2011 36th Annual 
Corvette/Chevy Expo in Houston.

For more pictures, articles and videos on Astronaut 
Corvettes, Google / Search: Danny Reed Corvettes or 
Astronaut Corvettes.






