


To be an astronaut is to be humanity’s highest symbol of 

daring, of curiosity, of longing. These sailors of the stars, 

as the translation from Greek has it, hold a unique place in 

the human imagination. Alone among the billions of people 

who have ever walked our planet, they have been chosen to 

journey to the celestial bodies that have fascinated and even 

ruled our species since we rst looked to the sky. As a result, 

astronauts, as individuals, are inscrutable. 

Instead, they share characteristics that are noble — even 

heroic — if eerily uniform: smart, capable, technically gifted, 

team-spirited, free of vice, clear of vision, uninterested in 

personal glory, replete with sangfroid, preternaturally patient, 

eager to take orders yet ready to make tough decisions, 

ferociously committed to advancing human knowledge, 

almost cartoonishly physically perfect.

How, then, to capture the uniqueness of Canadian astro-

naut Jeremy Hansen, who is slated to take part in NASA’s 

nine-day Artemis II mission to circle the moon this year? 

To point out that he will be the rst Canadian to leave 

Earth’s orbit, as well as the only non-American to do so — 

or that by doing so he will accomplish what only 24 others 

in the history of human life have accomplished — is to 

sketch only the bare bones of his story. 

As is to mention the fact that he’s taking part in a 

momentous project in the history of humanity. The Artemis 

missions are named after the twin sister of the Greek god 

Apollo, who gave his name to the NASA program that 

carried those other 24 into deep space more than half a 

century ago. But where the Apollo era was about a single 

country — the United States — proving its mettle by getting 

moonshot
JEREMY HANSENWILL SOON BE THE FIRST CANADIAN TO FLY AROUND THE MOON.
HOWDID HE GET FROM AN IMAGINARY TREEHOUSE SPACESHIP IN RURAL ONTARIO TO THE REAL THING?
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to the moon and back, the Artemis program is about humans 

collaboratively establishing a settlement there. And, 

eventually, Mars. 

“It’s radically new in the human experience,” says Chris

Hadeld, the retired astronaut. He knows what he’s talk-

ing about. Hadeld was the rst Canadian to command 

a spaceship (the International Space Station), has space-

walked for 14 hours and 54 minutes and recorded a cover 

version of the David Bowie song “Space Oddity” while 

drifting weightlessly through the station’s cramped inter-

ior, among many other rsts. Hansen’s mission, he says, 

is “not only incredibly rare [and] enabled by the best of 

our technological creativity, but it’s also opening a door 

to a future that has been just imagined.”

The potential perils of Hansen’s mission are staggering. 

No human has ever been propelled by this particular rocket, 

known as the Space Launch System, or own the tiny Orion 

spacecraft that sits on top of it. No crew has ever had to 

hurtle in that little capsule back into Earth’s atmosphere 

and shed, using friction from our planet’s atmosphere plus 

a partially proven heat shield, the massive amount of energy 

the vessel has gathered on the journey, before opening the 

parachutes that slow the capsule down enough to land safely 

in the Pacic Ocean near San Diego. It is, as Hadeld puts 

it, “a long catalogue of unproven risk.” 

In other words, this is a huge technical, geopolitical and 

sociocultural moment. “And Jeremy’s right on the cutting 

edge of all that.” 

The question is, why?

HANSEN — crewcut, impeccably shaven, wearing his 

trademark full-body blue space jumpsuit and black leather 

boots polished to a military sheen — is manoeuvring across 

a oor of exhibits at the Canada Aviation and Space Museum 

in Ottawa to do an early morning video interview, one of a 

torrent he’s undertaken to help Canadians understand his 

mission. His media handler at the Canadian Space Agency 

has warned him that he has precisely half an hour before 

the next item on his extremely packed agenda. But Hansen 

is unhurried. There’s no swagger. No hubris. Maybe a bit 

of quiet bemusement at all the attention. He is, above all, 

focused on the task at hand. 

And he is massive. Not just tall, at well over six feet, but 

wide-shouldered and narrow-waisted, with the lithe mus-

culature of a long-distance runner. He settles carefully back 

into a small, padded chair in front of a display about the 

International Space Station and spreads his feet wide, brac-

ing himself, forearms resting on his thighs. He is not just 

an astronaut, but also a colonel in the Royal Canadian Air 

Hansen (this page) xlan h Arm II mn mmbr
of U.S. Congress at the Canadian Embassy in Washington, D.C.;
the Artemis II astronauts (opposite) train inside an Orion capsule
simulator.

Alanna Mitchell ( @alannamitchell.bsky.social) is a contributing editor to
Canadian Geographic and a Fellow of the Royal Canadian Geographical Society.
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Assembly of NASA’s Space Launch
System rocket at Kennedy Space
Center, Florida, was well underway
by July 2025.













to the delighted child. Anishinaabe artist Henry Guimond 

of Turtle Lodge, an educational centre in Sagkeeng First 

Nation in Manitoba, designed the cloth badge, lling it with 

symbols related to Indigenous teachings and Hansen’s own

life journey.

Then Hansen stops to have a few deep conversations 

with colleagues, occasionally leaning his head to one side 

to listen more carefully above the din, mouth closed, nod-

ding. His back is pole straight, shoulders wide, hands 

clasped at his front. Unconsciously, he keeps worrying a 

hangnail on his thumb, his only sign of stress. 

THE HERO’S QUEST is perhaps humanity’s 

most ancient and satisfying literary form. The narrative 

goes through precise stages: you set an impossible task; you

leave your familiar world; you endure erce tests of courage; 

you overcome awful setbacks; you gain wisdom; nally, you 

return home. It takes courage and grit. You have to be in it 

for the long haul. And you have to prepare to be sacriced 

if necessary in pursuit of the larger goal. 

A few months before the launch date, I catch another 

few minutes to chat with Hansen over Zoom. He’s in 

Houston and unfathomably busy. The world has changed 

in the months since he and I last spoke. U.S. President 

Donald Trump has taken oce. America’s wish for pri-

macy in space travel is once again on its ocial agenda, 

even as Trump’s 2026 budget seeks to cut NASA science 

funding nearly in half. Domination, not collaboration, is 

the mandate. 

Yet Hansen has not given up hope. He told me earlier that 

he passionately believes the ultimate goal of humanity should 

be to evolve into a state of total collaboration. In that state, 

humanity can thrive, coming together to solve whatever threats 

we face with more brain power, more ideas, more industry, 

more academia. Without it, we just can’t go as far.

“I do believe, still, with all my heart, that collaboration 

across the globe needs to be our stated goal,” he tells me now. 

He is living out that belief. Much of his time right now 

is spent in an all-day simulator with the other Artemis II 

astronauts, hooked up to mission control, building up their 

capacity to respond to the dierent ways the mission can 

fail. Again, I’m struck by the fact that he and the others are 

consciously putting their lives on the line for the greater 

good. I know he has fear. He told me in an earlier conver-

sation that his hardest moments are likely to be the day 

before the launch and the moment he hugs his wife and 

children, who are now university-aged, goodbye.

But that’s not what he focuses on. Hadeld has told me, 

rather crisply: “Astronauts don’t go into histrionics very often. 

We recognize that they’re non-productive, and we don’t need 

drama. That’s for grade school.” What Hansen focuses on 

is what the quest means. It is a symbol. As hard as it is, as 

long as it takes, as uncertain the outcome, the process of 

working together is what pushes us toward greatness.   

Hansen watches the launch of Artemis I at Kennedy Space Center,
Florida, on Nov. 16, 2022. The following spring, he was announced
as crew for Artemis II.
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