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By the decision of the University Senate                                                                                        
Meeting held at 31 January 2012

The honorary title of Doctor Honoris Causa
is conferred upon Astronaut 

Frank Lee CULBERTSON
in recognition of his outstan-

ding achievements and contribu-
tions to harnessing space, pro-

motion of science and technology 
internationally, strengthening 
relations between nations and 

peoples, education of the young 
generation of engineers.

Distinguished Senators,
Ladies and Gentlemen
The Technical University of 

Moldova is honoured today to 
bring its tribute with feelings of 
recognition and high apprecia-
tion to Astronaut Frank Lee Cul-
bertson by conferring upon him 
the title of Doctor Honoris Causa for his major 
contributions to the development of science 
and technology, to the exploration of space, and 
to strengthening cooperation among nations. 

Astronaut Frank Lee Culbertson was born on 
May 15, 1949, in Charleston, South Carolina, and 
graduated from Holly Hill High School, Holly 
Hill, South Carolina, in 1967. Is a 1971 gradua-
te of the US Naval Academy at Annapolis with 
a Bachelor of Science degree in aerospace en-
gineering. After graduation he became a fighter 
pilot and logged over 7000 flying hours in more 
than 50 different aircrafts and made over 350 
carrier landings. He served aboard the USS Fox 
(CG-33) in the Gulf of Tonkin prior to reporting 
to flight training in Pensacola, Florida. After des-
ignation as a Naval Aviator at Beeville, Texas, in 
May 1973, he flew F-4 Phantom aircraft in VF-
121, NAS Miramar, California, in VF-151 aboard 
the USS Midway and with the USAF in the 426th 
TFTS at Luke Air Force Base, Arizona, where he 
served as Weapons and Tactics Instructor. Mr. 
Culbertson then served as the Catapult and Ar-
resting Gear Officer for the USS John F. Kennedy 
(CV-67) until May 1981 when he was selected 
to attend the U.S. Naval Test Pilot School, Patu-
xent River, Maryland. Following graduation with 
distinction in June 1982, he was assigned to the 
Carrier Systems Branch of the Strike Aircraft Test 
Directorate where he served as Program Mana-
ger for all F-4 testing and as a test pilot for auto-
matic carrier landing system tests and carrier 

suitability. He was engaged in fleet replacement 
training in the F-14A Tomcat at VF-101, NAS 
Oceana, Virginia. He retired from active duty as a 

Navy Captain in 1997.
In May 1984, was 

selected as a NASA 
astronaut candidate 
and completed basic 
astronaut training in 
June 1985. Followed an 
eighteen-year career 
as Astronaut at NASA 
where he served in a 
variety of critical space-
flight and management 
positions for NASA’s 
Space Shuttle and Spa-
ce Station programs. 
Technical assignments 
since then included: 
member of the team 
that redesigned and 
tested the Shuttle no-

sewheel steering, tires, and brakes; member 
of the launch support team at Kennedy Space 
Center for Shuttle flights 61-A, 61-B, 61-C, and 
51-L; in 1986, worked at the NASA Headquarters 
Action Center in Washington, D.C., assisting with 
the Challenger accident investigations conduc-
ted by NASA, the Presidential Commission, and 
the Congress; lead astronaut at the Shuttle Avi-
onics Integration Laboratory; leader of the First 
Emergency Egress Team; and lead spacecraft 
communicator in the Mission Control Center for 
seven missions. Following his first flight, he ser-
ved as the Deputy Chief of the Flight Crew Ope-
rations Space Station Support Office as well as 
the lead astronaut for Space Station Safety. He 
was also a member of the team evaluating the 
hardware and procedures for the proposed mis-
sion to dock with the Russian Space Station Mir. 
Expedition 3 to the ISS was launched in August 
2001 and returned to Earth in December 2001. 
Mr. Culbertson and his two Russian crewmates, 
cosmonauts Vladimir Dezhurov and Mikhail Tu-
rin, lived and worked in space for 129 days. In 
total, he has logged over 144 days in space and 
over five hours of extra-vehicular activity (space 
walk) experience. 

Following STS-51, Culbertson was Chief of 
the Astronaut Office Mission Support Branch, 
then Chief of the Johnson Space Center Russian 
Projects Office. In 1994, Culbertson was named 
Deputy Program Manager, Phase 1 Shuttle-Mir, 
and in 1995 became Manager of the Shuttle-Mir 
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Program. He was responsible for a multi-natio-
nal team which executed nine Shuttle docking 
missions to the Russian Space Station Mir, with 
seven astronauts spending 30 months cumula-
tively on-board the Mir Station, plus all the asso-
ciated science and docking hardware to ensure 
the success of the joint program, a precursor to 
the building of the joint International Space Sta-
tion. Just prior to his current flight assignment, 
Culbertson spent one year as Deputy Program 
Manager for Operations of the International 
Space Station Program.

It is important to inform you about Mr. Cul-
bertson’s space flight experience: 

• November 15-20, 1990 – STS-38 Atlantis 
piloting, a five-day mission during which the 
crew conducted Department of Defense opera-
tions. The mission concluded after 80 orbits of 
the Earth in 117 hours, 54 min., 28 sec., the first 
Shuttle to land in Florida since 1985;

• September 12-22, 1993 – STS-51 Discovery 
commander, a ten-day mission during which 
the crew deployed the U.S. Advanced Commu-
nications Technology Satellite and the Shuttle 
Pallet Satellite carrying US and German scien-
tific experiments, including an ultraviolet spec-
trometer. A seven-hour EVA was also conducted 
to evaluate Hubble Space Telescope repair tools 
and methods. After the SPAS spacecraft had 
completed six days of free flight some 40 miles 
from Discovery, the crew completed a success-
ful rendezvous and recovered the SPAS with the 
Shuttle’s robot arm. The mission concluded with 
the first night landing of the Shuttle at the Ken-
nedy Space Center. Mission duration was 158 
Earth orbits in 236 hours, 11 min.;

• August 10, 2001- the Expedition-3 crew 
launched on aboard STS-105 Discovery and 
docked with the International Space Station on 
August 12, 2001. Culbertson lived and worked 
aboard the station for a total of 129 days, and was 
in command of the station for 117 days. The Ex-
pedition-3 crew left the station on December 15 
aboard STS-108 Endeavour, landing at Kennedy 
Space Center, Florida, on December 17, 2001.

Astronaut Culbertson, an International Spa-
ce Station commander, space shuttle comman-
der and pilot, and NASA manager for the Pha-
se I Shuttle-Mir Program, retired from NASA in 
2002. 

For the next 6 years Mr. Culbertson was em-
ployed as a Senior Vice President for SAIC, a com-
pany dedicated to delivering best-value services 
and solutions based on innovative applications 
of science and technology. Initially Mr. Culbert-
son worked as Program Manager of the Safety, 
Reliability and Quality Assurance contract at the 
NASA Johnson Space Center in Houston, Texas, 
before advancing to business unit general ma-
nagement and Director of SAIC’s Global Climate 
Change Programs. 

In 2008 Mr. Culbertson, Jr. has joined Orbital 

Sciences Corporation as Senior Vice President 
and Deputy General Manager of the Advanced 
Programs Group, based in Dulles, VA. 

Mr. Culbertson holds membership of a num-
ber of organizations including Senior Fellow of 
the American Institute of Aeronautics and As-
tronautics, member of the Association of Naval 
Aviators, Aircraft Owners & Pilots Association, 
the Aviation Boatswains Mate’s Association, and 
the Association of Space Explorers.  

Mr. Culbertson has received numerous ho-
nors for his contribution to the exploration of 
space including the Legion of Merit, the Navy 
Flying Cross, the Defense Superior Service Me-
dal, the NASA Outstanding Leadership Medal, 
NASA Space Flight Medals, Navy Commenda-
tion Medal, Air Force Commendation Medal, 
the Armed Forces Expeditionary Medal, the 
Humanitarian Services Medal, and various other 
unit and service awards. He is a distinguished 
graduate of the U.S. Naval Test Pilot School. He 
has been awarded Honorary Doctor of Scien-
ce Degrees, College of Charleston (1994), and 
Lander University (1999). He was also awarded 
the Komarov Certificate for Space Flight Achie-
vement (1994), the AAS Flight Achievement 
Award for STS-51 (1994), Aviation Week and 
Space Technology 1997 Laurel for Achievement 
in Space, IEEE/ASME Award for Manager of the 
Year (1997), and the Space Center Rotary Club 
Stellar Award for 1998. Frank Culbertson was in-
ducted into the U.S. Astronaut Hall of Fame on 
June 5, 2010.

I have tried to introduce you into Mr. Cul-
bertson’s career and professional achievements. 
But it wouldn’t be fair not to tell you something 
about Astronaut Frank Lee Culbertson as a man 
and citizen of his country. You remember Sep-
tember 11, 2001 when we all on the Earth were 
shocked by the news about the terrorist attack 
and spent the day watching events unfold on 
television. On the morning of Sept. 11, Astro-
naut Frank Culbertson, a month into his mission 
as Commander of ISS Expedition 3, two hundred 
fifty miles (402250 m) above the Earth’s surface, 
was the only American not on the planet at the 
time of the terrorist attacks. He - along with two 
Russian cosmonauts – witnessed the horrific 
events of Sept. 11 from the space.

Mr. Culbertson has a wonderful family. I am 
sure that many of his achievements are the re-
sult of the support and understanding he had 
from his wife former Rebecca Ellen Dora of Vin-
cennes, Indiana, whom he married 1987. He has 
five children and five grandchildren. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,
We bring our feelings of honor and appre-

ciation to Astronaut Frank Lee Culbertson for his 
service not only to the United States of America, 
but also to the whole mankind, for his staunch-
ness and heroism, for the education of young 
people and for his love to mankind. 

It is a true honor to be invited to receive this 
high honor from such a remarkable institution. 

I would like to begin by congratulating my 
fellow awardees, Cosmonaut Vladimir Dezhurov 
and General Dumitru Prunariu, for their selec-
tion to this level. They are both highly deserving 
professionals and outstanding representatives 
of the best in human spaceflight. Dumitru was a 
pioneer in opening the doors on work aboard a 
space station, the Salyut, and a respected leader 
as the President of the Romanian Space Agency. 
Vladimir was the commander of the first Soyuz to 
carry an American to the Mir, the Commander of 
the first joint mission in the Shuttle Mir Program, 
which set the stage for international cooperation 
that enabled construction of the current Station, 
and one of the men brave enough to fly with 
me on a mission in space – a true challenge! I 
am humbled to share the stage with them, and 
I wish I could participate in what promise to be 
very enjoyable festivities. I regret very much that 
I cannot be there in person, and I appreciate the 
efforts to include me electronically. 

It is also an honor for me to share a few 
thoughts with you today about my experiences 
and aspirations. I have been fortunate to have 
spent most of my career in aviation and spa-
ceflight, both as a pilot and a manager. I love 
the technology of flight, I enjoy the speed and 
altitude, and I’ve been privileged to view some 
amazing sights, but what I enjoy the most are 
the people I have been able to work with in this 
career. People who participate in the various 
space programs of the world are very special. 
From those who develop the systems and train 
the crews, to those fortunate enough to be cho-
sen to fly, all specialists in this field have a sense 
of purpose that provides strong motivation to 
remain dedicated no matter what the challenge. 
Success in this field is difficult, so complete com-
mitment to mission success, safety of the crews, 
and quality of work is mandatory. We all depend 
on professionals who graduate from universities 

such as the Technical University of Moldova for 
successful missions and a bright future, whether 
we are talking about spaceflight or medicine or 
economics. A strong education is the key. 

As for myself, I grew up in a very small town 
in the southern United States, in a very rural 
area dominated by agriculture. My father was 
the town physician, who had also been a pilot in 
the Second World War, so I had a natural interest 
in science and in flying. At an early age, I deci-
ded that trying to enter this new field of space 
flight was the best way to combine these inte-
rests in one career, 
so I began to plan 
my education and 
my goals to match 
my dreams; that is, 
to try to eventually 
achieve what the 
early astronauts 
and cosmonauts 
were already doing: 
to live and work in 
space. I was bles-
sed with parents 
and teachers who 
encouraged my 
dreams, who chal-
lenged me to excel, 
and who picked 
me up when neces-
sary…but always 
encouraged me 
to spread my own 
wings to fly. 

After childhood, 
I trained to become a Naval Officer and a pilot, 
and eventually, after four attempts, succeeded 
in being selected for training as a test pilot. I 
learned early that persistence is sometimes one 
of the most important factors in achieving goals. 
Working as an active test pilot qualified me to 
apply for selection as an astronaut pilot, and 

Astronaut Frank Lee CULBERTSON speh after two attempts, I was selected in 1984 by 
NASA to begin astronaut training. Throughout 
these first 13 years in the Navy, I learned to stay 
focused on my goals, to always do my best at 
every assignment, and to be willing to take on 
responsibility and leadership positions. I encou-
rage all of you to do the same. 

My first flight on the shuttle Atlantis was in 
1990, followed in 1993 with command of the 
shuttle Discovery. From 1994 to 1999, I had the 
privilege of working with our Russian partners 
on the Shuttle-Mir program, including time as 
the program manager when my friend Vladimir 
was commanding the Soyuz that took the first 
American to live aboard the Mir station. After 
helping welcome him home from that mission in 
1995, I felt especially fortunate to later join him 
and Mikhael Tyurin in training as the crew for the 

Third Expedition to the International Space Sta-
tion. My biggest challenge was convincing my 
boss at NASA to release me from management 
duties so I could fly again! We eventually laun-
ched in the fall of 2001 and spent four months 
living and working together in space, one of the 
high points of my professional life…and cer-

tainly a dream come true for me.
Every one of us has dreams and goals we 

want to achieve. Likewise, our children have 
dreams and goals, but they need to be guided 
and nourished. We should encourage them and 
help them and teach them to work hard, to not 
be afraid of mistakes and setbacks, but to always 
press forward for the things they know in their 
hearts they can achieve. The challenges and 
difficulties of today bring them success tomor-
row. They should finish school with that ability. 
We are all teachers, even you who are students, 
because someone is always listening to us or 
following our example, so we should follow that 
principle in guiding those who follow us. People 
are sometimes surprised that so many around 
us watch and learn from our own example.

In small towns all around the world, there 
are students who dream of being 
able to do what Dumitru, Vladimir, 
and I have been able to do; who 
dream of floating in space and 
maybe of being able to explore 
new worlds. Who wonder if they 
can achieve those goals, and how 
they can make it possible. I hope 
that the reality is that someone in 
their generation, young men and 
women who are in school today, 
will be the first humans to inhabit 
Mars and other parts of our solar 
system. I firmly believe that this 
is possible, but it will only hap-
pen if nations continue to work 
together to explore space and to 
advance science. It will only hap-
pen if international cooperation is 
more important than internatio-
nal conflict. It will only happen if 
our generation prepares the next 
generation to lead with vision and 
with courage. 

Again, I want to extend my congratulations 
to General Prunariu and to Colonel Dezhurov; 
my sincere thanks to the Senate of the Univer-
sity for this great honor; and my respect and 
appreciation to the good people of Moldova for 
including me in this important event.

Thank you…

I’m lucky man

LAUDATIO


