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Neil Armstrong, Michael Collins and Buzz Aldrin seem obvious 
choices for the first lunar landing mission and you would think 
that they were specially selected for the flight. But they were 
not. If everything had gone according to plan it is unlikely that 
any of them would have been on the mission. So how did 
they get to fly on Apollo 11? 

The story begins with the first group of NASA astronauts, ‘The 
Mercury 7’. The astronauts were announced to the world at a 
press conference at 14:00hrs local time on Thursday 9 April 
1959. About 150 reporters and cameramen had gathered in 
the auditorium at NASA Headquarters in Washington DC. 
Thomas Glennan, NASA’s first Administrator, opened the 
briefing by introducing “the nation’s Mercury astronauts.” 
They were sat in alphabetical order on the stage: Scott 
Carpenter, Gordon Cooper, John Glenn, Gus Grissom, Walter 
Schirra, Alan Shepard and Donald ‘Deke’ Slayton. 

As the story unfolds we will see that NASA intended a 
Mercury 7 astronaut to be the first human to walk on the 
Moon but events, and perhaps impressions about some of 
the contenders, excluded that possibility. It was however a 
Mercury 7 astronaut that chose the first human to walk on 
the Moon.  

Deke Slayton was assigned to fly the fourth manned 
spaceflight of the Mercury Programme when on 15 March 
1962 he was told that he was off the flight. A heart condition 
called idiopathic atrial fibrillation (an erratic heart rate) had 
led to his active flight status being rescinded. He was assigned 
as Coordinator of Astronaut Activities with responsibility for 
directing the newly formed Astronaut Office. Unofficially, he 
held the title of ‘Chief Astronaut’ and it was his job to assign 
astronauts to missions and be involved in the selection of 
new astronauts. One of Slayton’s earliest duties as Chief 
Astronaut was chairing the selection board for NASA’s second 
group of astronauts.  

On 17 September 1962, NASA named nine new astronauts 
including Neil Armstrong. The full list was: Armstrong, Frank 
Borman, Charles Conrad, James Lovell, James McDivitt, Elliot 
See, Thomas Stafford, Edward White and John Young.  
Around this time, Deke Slayton was also delving into the 
depths of crew assignment for the first time. He selected 
fellow Mercury 7 astronaut Gordon Cooper to fly what would 
turn out to be the last Mercury manned flight. There had 

been plans to fly a seventh manned mission with Alan 
Shepard as the pilot but with the US second generation 
manned spacecraft, Gemini, a much more capable spacecraft, 
shortly to fly, another Mercury manned mission was deemed 
unnecessary. 

On 14 October 1963, NASA named a third group of 
astronauts. The fourteen new guys included United States Air 
Force (USAF) Major Edwin ‘Buzz’ Aldrin and USAF Captain 
Michael Collins. The full group was: Aldrin, William Anders, 
Charles Bassett, Alan Bean, Eugene Cernan, Roger Chaffee, 
Collins, Walter Cunningham, Donn Eisele, Theodore Freeman, 
Richard Gordon, Rusty Schweickart, David Scott and Clifton 
Williams. With the selection of the third group, we now have 
all the astronaut players for our story. 

The same month that NASA’s third group of astronauts were 
chosen, Deke Slayton was also named Assistant Director of 
Flight Crew Operations, a new office with responsibility for 
directing the Astronaut Office, Aircraft Operations Office and 
Flight Crew Support Division. He remained head of the 
Astronaut Office and Chief Astronaut (three years later he 
was promoted to Director of Flight Crew Operations). 

Deke Slayton’s time as head of the Astronaut Office and Chief 
Astronaut did not last for long. Another Mercury 7 astronaut, 
Alan Shepard, suffered from bouts of dizziness and was 
diagnosed with Ménière's disease, a disorder of the inner ear 
causing vertigo, tinnitus and hearing loss. Shepard was 
America’s first human in space when he made the suborbital 
Mercury-Redstone 3 spaceflight (flew 5 May 1961). In 
October 1963, Shepard joined Slayton on the grounded list.  

Although Alan Shepard wanted to regain his flight status that 
was not going to happen in short time. Deke Slayton decided 
he could do with some help and with NASA management 
agreement appointed Shepard head of the Astronaut Office 
and Chief Astronaut. The appointment was announced by 
NASA on 9 July 1964. Slayton continued to be responsible for 
the selection of crews but with input from Shepard. They also 
often solicited the opinion of their chosen crew commanders. 
Slayton and Shepard’s choices did require approval by senior 
NASA management but it was rare that their selections were 
queried.  

Prior to Alan Shepard’s grounding, Deke Slayton had it in 

NEIL, BUZZ & MIKE 

How Did They Get to Fly Apollo 11? 

By Rob Wood 

 

A cool calculating ex-navy carrier pilot who became a top NASA test-pilot, an articulate super fit 
graduate of West Point with a family history of military service, and a pilot-engineer with a doctorate in 

astronautics whose dissertation was on manned orbital rendezvous. Michael Collins in his 
autobiography ‘Carrying the Fire’ wrote that “Neil was far and away the most experienced test pilot 
among the astronauts, and Buzz the most learned, especially when it came to rendezvous.” Walter 

Cunningham in his book ‘The All-American Boys’ said of Collins “Mike may have been the best-
conditioned of the Apollo Group,” in a reference to NASA’s third astronaut selection (1963). 

Cunningham added that Collins was “Hard as nails.” 
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mind to appoint Shepard as commander of the first manned 
Gemini mission. It was at this time Slayton developed the 
three mission rotation idea that would see a back-up crew 
skip two missions and then be prime for the third, which 
would be followed through to the end of the Apollo Moon 
landings with the odd exception. With Shepard out of the 
picture, Slayton had to assign several astronauts earlier than 
he would have done. Neil Armstrong was assigned as 
Command Pilot of the Gemini 5 back-up crew, which would 
put him in line to fly and command Gemini 8. Command 
experience for Armstrong in Gemini would qualify him for a 
command position in Apollo. If Armstrong had appeared later 
in the Gemini crew rota then his position in Apollo might have 
been after Apollo 11. 

A word or two is needed on nomenclature of crew positions 
as these change during the time period covered by this 
article. For Gemini the crew positions were named as 
Command Pilot (CP) and Pilot (PLT). As Deke Slayton assigned 
the early Apollo crews, the crew positions were designated 
CP, Senior Pilot (SP) and PLT and are named in that order in 
this article. However, the titles changed when on 29 
November 1966 Deke Slayton released a memorandum 
detailing new names – Commander (CDR), Command and 
Service Module Pilot (CMP) and Lunar Module Pilot (LMP). 
They are named in that order in this article. 

Towards the end of 1965, Deke Slayton began to form the 
early Apollo crews and was also thinking of their potential to 
rotate to lunar landing crews. His initial back-up crew for the 
first manned Apollo mission, Apollo 1, was CP James McDivitt, 
SP David Scott and PLT Rusty Schweickart. He was aiming this 
crew for the first test flight of the Lunar Module but he also 
thought they were a potential lunar landing crew. Slayton did 
not think the prime crew for Apollo 1 needed a lot of 
spaceflight experience because there was no Lunar Module 
involved. So apart from the commander he chose two rookies 
to fill out the crew. Mercury 7 astronaut Gus Grissom was the 
CP with Donn Eisele and Roger Chaffee in the other two slots. 

There was soon a change of plan when Donn Eisele injured his 
shoulder on a Boeing KC-135 Stratotanker zero-gravity 
simulator aircraft training flight. Deke Slayton was already 
thinking of putting Ed White on the second Apollo mission so 
it was simple to replace Eisele with White. 

Early in 1966, Deke Slayton quietly put together the crews for 
the second manned Apollo flight, Apollo 2. This mission was 
not significantly different to the first and again Slayton could 
look at two rookies for the crew. He went back to the 
Mercury 7 astronauts for the CP and appointed Walter 
Schirra. His two pilots were the now recovering Donn Eisele 
and Walter Cunningham. The back-ups were Frank Borman, 
Charles Bassett and William Anders. Deke thought the latter 
team would make a good lunar landing crew. So the first two 
crews looked like this: 

Apollo 1: Gus Grissom, Ed White and Roger Chaffee 
Apollo 1 back-ups: James McDivitt, David Scott and Rusty 

Schweickart. 
Apollo 2: Walter Schirra, Donn Eisele and Walter 

Cunningham 
Apollo 2 back-ups: Frank Borman, Charles Bassett and 

William Anders 

On 28 February 1966, the Gemini 9 prime and back-up crews 
were flying to the McDonnell Aircraft Corporation plant in St 

Louis, Missouri, from Ellington Air Force Base, Texas, to 
conduct training in the Gemini simulator located at 
McDonnell. Weather was poor with rain, snow, fog and low 
clouds, and on final approach for landing at Lambert Field the 
prime crew of Elliot See and Charles Bassett crashed their 
Northrop T-38 Talon jet trainer aircraft into the building 
where their Gemini spacecraft was being built. Both See and 
Bassett were killed. 

The Gemini 9 spacecraft was not damaged and the accident 
did not result in delaying the actual spaceflight but it did 
result in major changes to the crews for the rest of the 
Gemini Programme. More importantly, for the purpose of this 
article, was that it had a significant effect on astronauts that 
became part of the crew of Apollo 11. As Deke Slayton wrote 
in his autobiography ‘Deke’, “The accident wound up having a 
lot to do with who wound up landing on the Moon.” 

The Gemini 9 back-ups were given the prime assignment and 
all the back-ups changed. The Gemini 10 back-ups of James 
Lovell and Buzz Aldrin moved up to back-up Gemini 9, which 
put them in the prime position for the last Gemini mission, 
Gemini 12. If Aldrin had remained as back-up for Gemini 10 
than he would not have flown in space before the Apollo 
Programme and as Slayton explained in ‘Deke’, “Without 
flying GT-12 [Gemini 12] it was very unlikely that Buzz would 
have been in any position to be lunar module pilot on the first 
lunar landing attempt.” 

The Gemini 10 prime crew remained the same with John 
Young as CP and Michael Collins as PLT. Already by this time, 
Deke Slayton had decided that the astronaut to be left alone 
in the Apollo Command Module needed to have spaceflight 
experience and preferably rendezvous experience. Gemini 10 
(flew 18-21 July 1966) ticked these boxes for Collins. Gemini 
12 (flew 11-15 November 1966) ended the flight phase of the 
Gemini Programme and gave Buzz Aldrin the experience in 
spaceflight he needed to progress on to early Apollo missions. 

The loss of Charles Bassett had effects for Apollo crewing as 
well. Deke Slayton had to replace him on the Apollo 2 back-up 
crew and he assigned Thomas Stafford. William Anders was 
moved to back-up pilot on Gemini 11 from his back-up 
position on Apollo 2 and when Michael Collins completed his 
Gemini 10 assignment he replaced Anders as an Apollo 2 back
-up. The crews now looked like: 

Apollo 1: Gus Grissom, Ed White and Roger Chaffee 
Apollo 1 back-ups: James McDivitt, David Scott and Rusty 

Schweickart. 
Apollo 2: Walter Schirra, Donn Eisele and Walter 

Cunningham 
Apollo 2 back-ups: Frank Borman, Thomas Stafford and 

Michael Collins 

As 1966 moved on questions were asked about the need for 
the Apollo 2 mission. The general view was that it was an 
unnecessary duplication of Apollo 1. On the same day Gemini 
12 splashed down the Apollo 2 crew were told their flight was 
cancelled. Deke Slayton shuffled the crews once again. The 
Apollo 1 prime crew remained Gus Grissom, Ed White and 
Roger Chaffee but he made their back-ups what was 
previously the prime crew for Apollo 2, Walter Schirra, Donn 
Eisele and Walter Cunningham. 

Apollo 3, which was supposed to be the first test flight of the 
Lunar Module, now became Apollo 2 and Deke Slayton 
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assigned the original Apollo 1 back-up crew of James 
McDivitt, David Scott and Rusty Schweickart as the prime 
crew. For the new Apollo 3, another Lunar Module test flight, 
he assigned Frank Borman, Michael Collins and William 
Anders. Collins had received a promotion as a result of 
Slayton’s policy of having a spaceflight experienced astronaut 
as the pilot of the command module and in Collins own words 
in his autobiography ‘Carrying the Fire’ “lost right then and 
there his first chance to walk on the surface of the Moon.” 

As 1966 drew to a close Slayton put together more crews that 
he saw as potential lunar landing crews: Thomas Stafford 
received a promotion to lead his own crew of John Young and 
Eugene Cernan, which Slayton made back-up to the new 
Apollo 2, and as back up for the new Apollo 3, he selected 
Charles Conrad, Richard Gordon and Clifton Williams. We now 
had three crews in place plus their back-ups: 

Apollo 1: Gus Grissom, Ed White and Roger Chaffee 
Apollo 1 back-ups: Walter Schirra, Donn Eisele and 

Walter Cunningham. 
Apollo 2: James McDivitt, David Scott and Rusty 

Schweickart 
Apollo 2 back-ups: Thomas Stafford, John Young and 

Eugene Cernan 
Apollo 3: Frank Borman, Michael Collins and William 

Anders 
Apollo 3 back-ups: Charles Conrad, Richard Gordon and 

Clifton Williams 

As the new-year dawned the Apollo 1 crew continued their 
preparations for launch. The scheduled lift-off date was 21 
February 1967 when on 27 January 1967 they were 
conducting a simulation of the launch at the Cape Canaveral 
Air Force Station, Florida, on the actual launch stack that had 
already been assembled on Pad 34. There had been all sorts 
of problems with the Apollo spacecraft and to put it bluntly, it 
was not ready for spaceflight. But, what could possibly go 
wrong on the ground? NASA found out that day. Fire and 
death! 

The Apollo 1 astronauts were conducting what was known as 
a ‘plugs-out’ test where the spacecraft relied on its own 
internal power as it would when the umbilical lines were 
disconnected prior to launch. The cabin’s atmosphere was 
pressurized with pure oxygen to roughly 13% above normal 
sea-level atmospheric pressure making the environment 
highly flammable. The simulation was more than six hours old 
when a short circuit led to a fire. The large amount of 
flammable material in the oxygen rich cabin allowed the fire 
to start and spread rapidly. The fire quickly used up the 
oxygen resulting in a toxic atmosphere. The astronauts died 
as a result of cardiac arrest caused by oxygen starvation. 

Up to this point NASA management had agreed with Deke 
Slayton that a Mercury 7 astronaut should, if possible, be the 
first man to walk on the Moon. Gus Grissom was, in a way, 
the last man standing of that group. Deke and Alan Shepard 
were both grounded and unavailable. Although they both 
hoped to regain active status neither had the experience 
necessary to jump straight into the command seat for the first 
Moon landing. John Glenn had retired from NASA, Scott 
Carpenter was medically disqualified and although Walter 
Schirra and Gordon Cooper had arguably the experience it 
was also clear that Schirra was not looking for a further 
assignment after his current one and Cooper was a hard sell 

to management for a perceived lack of focus. To all intent and 
purpose, the Apollo 1 fire ended any chance of a Mercury 7 
astronaut becoming the first man to walk on the Moon. 

There was no question of a manned launch until an 
exhaustive investigation was made of the Apollo 1 fire but 
that did not stop Deke Slayton assigning crews for when 
missions did start again. In early March 1967, he promoted 
Walter Schirra’s crew to prime for the first manned Apollo 
mission and made Thomas Stafford’s crew their back-ups. The 
James McDivitt and Frank Borman crews got the second and 
third missions respectively with Conrad’s crew backing up the 
second flight and a new crew of Neil Armstrong, James Lovell 
and Buzz Aldrin backing up the third flight.  

A decision was also subsequently made that unmanned 
launches would receive Apollo number designations and this 
led to the first manned mission eventually becoming Apollo 7. 
Each manned Apollo lunar focussed mission was sequentially 
numbered from then on and this is how I will show them in 
the rest of this article. 

At this point it was hoped that the first lunar landing would 
be on the fifth or sixth manned Apollo flight. Deke Slayton 
had prime and back-up crews for the first three missions and 
if you follow Deke’s normal rotation policy, we have the 
prime crews for the first six missions and therefore the first 
lunar landing crew. 

Apollo 7: Walter Schirra, Donn Eisele and Walter 
Cunningham 

Apollo 7 back-ups: Thomas Stafford, John Young and 
Eugene Cernan 

Apollo 8: James McDivitt, David Scott and Rusty 
Schweickart 

Apollo 8 back-ups: Charles Conrad, Richard Gordon and 
Clifton Williams 

Apollo 9: Frank Borman, Michael Collins and William 
Anders 

Apollo 9 back-ups: Neil Armstrong, James Lovell and Buzz 
Aldrin 

By extrapolation of Deke Slayton’s “miss two flights” rotation 
policy we then have: 

Apollo 10: Thomas Stafford, John Young and Eugene 
Cernan 

Apollo 11: Charles Conrad, Richard Gordon and Clifton 
Williams 

Apollo 12: Neil Armstrong, James Lovell and Buzz Aldrin 

So, in the spring/summer of 1967, it looked like one of the 
Conrad and Armstrong teams were most likely to be the first 
lunar landing crew. If the first lunar landing had been the fifth 
Apollo manned flight (as it turned out to be) then Charles 
Conrad, Richard Gordon and Clifton Williams would have 
been the first lunar crew with Conrad and Williams being the 
first men to walk on the Moon. But, that is not what 
happened in real time. 

First up came another fatal aircraft accident leading to a 
change in crew. On 5 October 1967, Clifton Williams was 
killed whilst flying a T-38. He was the fourth astronaut to die 
in T-38 accidents. As well as Elliot See and Charles Bassett, 
NASA Group 3 astronaut Theodore Freeman had been killed 
in 1964 whilst flying a T-38. Williams, Bassett and Freeman 
were all part of the same 1963 NASA astronaut intake. Alan 
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Bean, who by coincidence was also a Group 3 astronaut and 
at that time was working on the Apollo Applications 
Programme (later known as Skylab), was brought into Charles 
Conrad’s crew to replace Williams. 

The next change came in early July 1968 as a result of a health 
problem for Michael Collins. He was going to need surgery on 
a bone spur. He was off the Apollo 9 crew and replaced by his 
back-up James Lovell. Buzz Aldrin was promoted to CMP on 
the Apollo 9 back-up crew because of Deke Slayton’s rule that 
the CMP had to have spaceflight experience and rookie 
astronaut Fred Haise became the back-up LMP.  

By now, the Lunar Module was facing delays and it became 
clear it was not going to be ready for its scheduled first Apollo 
test mission. Apollo 8 had meant to be an Earth orbit Lunar 
Module test flight to be followed by a high Earth orbit Lunar 
Module test with Apollo 9. By August 1968, NASA 
management were discussing making the Apollo 8 mission a 
lunar orbiting flight but without a Lunar Module. 

Deke Slayton wanted to keep James McDivitt’s crew with the 
Lunar Module, but there have been rumours that he gave 
McDivitt the option to go to the Moon on Apollo 8 and that 
McDivitt said no. McDivitt later said that he believed “if I’d 
thrown myself on the floor and begged fly the [Apollo 8] 
mission, Deke would have let us have it. But it was never 
really offered.” Slayton did offer Apollo 8 to Frank Borman 
and he said yes. The back-up crews remained with the same 
prime crews so basically the Conrad and Armstrong back-up 
teams swapped. 

Because of the swap of crews, the death of Clifton Williams 
and the health issue for Michael Collins we now have a new 
line-up: 

Apollo 7: Walter Schirra, Donn Eisele and Walter 
Cunningham 

Apollo 8: Frank Borman, James Lovell and William Anders 
Apollo 9: James McDivitt, David Scott and Rusty 

Schweickart 
Apollo 10: Thomas Stafford, John Young and Eugene 

Cernan 
Apollo 11: Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin and Fred Haise 
Apollo 12: Charles Conrad, Richard Gordon and Alan Bean 

Apollo 7 (flew 11-22 October 1968) made Apollo’s debut as a 
manned spacecraft. The following month, Michael Collins was 
back-on flight status but he was not immediately reassigned. 
Apollo 8 (flew 21-27 December 1968) successfully completed 
its Moon orbiting mission. It now looked likely that Apollo 9 
would be an Earth orbit Lunar Module test flight; Apollo 10 
would be a Moon orbit Lunar Module test flight and Apollo 11 
the first lunar landing. But there was still a change to come 
for the crews. 

Deke Slayton had never intended Fred Haise to be in the 
running for the early Apollo flights and so he was stood down 
after serving as back-up for Apollo 8. The now fit again 
Michael Collins was assigned to Apollo 11 as CMP with Buzz 
Aldrin returning to the LMP position. However, Aldrin’s place 
on the Apollo 11 crew was thanks to Neil Armstrong. Slayton, 
well aware that Aldrin was not everyone’s ‘cup of tea’ offered 
Armstrong James Lovell as his LMP instead of Aldrin. 
Armstrong did not have a problem with Aldrin as his LMP so 
declined the offer. Armstrong also thought Lovell deserved 
his own command. 

On 6 January 1969, Deke Slayton told Neil Armstrong, Michael 
Collins and Buzz Aldrin that they were officially the prime 
crew for Apollo 11. Finally we have the crew for the first 
Moon landing flight that we know from history, Armstrong, 
Collins and Aldrin. Even at this late stage it was not certain 
that they would perform the first landing mission. If 
something had gone wrong with Apollo 9 or Apollo 10 then 
Apollo 11 might have still been a precursor flight, but it was 
looking increasingly likely that they would be the first. 

Apollo 9 (flew 3-13 March 1969) and Apollo 10 (flew 18-26 
May 1969) went according to plan, which left Apollo 11 (flew 
16-24 July 1969) to perform the historic first lunar landing 
mission. CDR Neil Armstrong was the first human to walk on 
the Moon followed by his LMP Buzz Aldrin. CMP Michael 
Collins orbited the Moon in the Apollo Command Module. 

No one single event put Neil Armstrong, Michael Collins and 
Buzz Aldrin on the first lunar landing flight. You could argue 
that Alan Shepard’s grounding was the first step.Then there 
was the death of Elliot See and Charles Bassett. We also have 
the loss of Gus Grissom which opened up the commander’s 
slot to a number of candidates, and the swapsies of missions 
and crew members that all played a part in what crew flew 
Apollo 11. But in the final analysis, I proffer the opinion that it 
was just their turn to be assigned a flight and they fell, 
without doubt with some help from events described above, 
just right to be on the first lunar landing mission. 

POSTSCRIPT 

Deke Slayton in his autobiography maintains that following 
the death of Gus Grissom there was no “cut and dried 
decision as to who should make the first steps on the Moon.” 
But what if Gus Grissom had not died? If Grissom (or indeed 
any Mercury 7 astronaut) was intended to take the first steps 
on the Moon then I am not sure how the other astronauts 
would feel about one of them being bumped just to shoehorn 
Grissom into the first landing flight and that is what must 
happen in this scenario because of the uncertainty of which 
mission would be the first. Can you imagine Deke Slayton 
going up to Neil Armstrong, Frank Borman, Charles Conrad, 
James McDivitt or Thomas Stafford and saying - sorry but I am 
kicking you off the crew for Gus - but that is perhaps a story 
better left unwritten. 

All dates for launch and landing (splashdown) are given in 
GMT unless otherwise stated. 

The All-American Boys ©1977 and 2003 by Walter 
Cunningham; Apollo: The Lost and Forgotten Missions ©2002 
by David J Shayler; CapCom (previous issues); Carrying the 
Fire ©1974 by Michael Collins; Deke! US Manned Space From 
Mercury to the Shuttle ©1994 by Donald ‘Deke’ Slayton with 
Michael Cassutt; Fallen Astronauts ©2003 by Colin Burgess 
and Kate Doolan with Bert Vis; First Man ©2005 by James R 
Hanson; Flight: My Life in Mission Control ©2001 by 
Christopher C Kraft and James L Schefter; Gemini ©2001 by 
David J Shayler; Google; The Last of NASA’s Original Pilot 
Astronauts ©2017 by David J Shayler and Colin Burgess; 
NASA, and its various centres and websites; Spacefacts; 
Who’s Who in Space ©1999 by Michael Cassutt; Wikipedia. 
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Neil Armstrong 
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Dave Scott 
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APOLLO 11: A PERSONAL JOURNEY 

By Rob Wood 

 

It was the spring of 1969 and ‘Moonslaught: Purnell History of the 20th Century Magazine Special’ 
appeared at my local Newsagent, barely a 100 yard walk from where I lived. The cost was four shilling. 

It was all about the ‘space race’ and was, without doubt, the greatest thing since sliced bread especially 
to a starry eyed twelve year old who had recently become interested in real spaceflight. I was definitely 

hooked. I looked to the future with hope and expectation and dreams of not only watching humans 
walk on the Moon but also Mars and other bodies in our solar system. 

The Moonslaught magazine was released as part of the build-
up to the first Moon landing. It gave biographical details on 
what would be the Apollo 11 crew, provided background for 
the flight and detailed the history of the ‘space race’ through 
to the early part of 1969. It included information on the 
Soviet Space Programme as well as the United States. It was 
not a children’s publication; it was for adults interested in the 
Moon landings but to a not quite teenager who was genuinely 
interested it also hit the spot. The magazine special was 
written by Reginald Turnill who was the BBC’s Air and 
Defence Correspondent. 

Sunday evening, 20 July 1969, I was sat in the living room at 
home with my parents and my Mom’s parents. We were 
watching the Moon landing on the telly. Amazing stuff, I was 
bouncing, okay perhaps not bouncing, I was after all a fairly 
boring kid with my head always buried in some book or other. 
The Eagle has landed; Apollo 11 was on the Moon’s surface. 
We were in British Summer Time so for us the landing came 
at seventeen minutes after nine in the evening (21:17 BST). At 
some point we became aware that the moonwalk (I knew 
that the correct term was EVA) was to start earlier than 
planned. Looking at the ‘Lunar Surface Journal’ on line tells us 
this decision was made a little after eleven that evening. 

Three hours to go. That would make it a little after two in the 
morning. Forget bedtime! This was too important. My parents 
were less than convinced. To be fair my Dad probably needed 
to be up early for work but me, well the school summer 
holidays had just began. It was decision time? My parents 
were in agreement that the Moon landing was wonderful but 
they were not going to lose a night’s sleep over it. But, but, 
they understood how interested I was in it and they were 
okay with me staying up. Yippee, “Thanks Mom and Dad.” 
Mom, Dan, Nan and Granddad, one-by-one they all went off 
to bed. 

I was on my own. I had never stayed up all night before. 
There were lots of firsts at this time – the first Moon landing; 
the first Moon EVA and the first time Rob was on an all-
nighter. Time moved on as did the time for the start of the 
EVA. As the astronauts struggled to get ready I struggled to 
stay awake. I grabbed a flannel and dampened it with cold 
water and rubbed my face. That should wake me up. Neil 
Armstrong was on the ladder and reached the footpad of the 
Lunar Module. 

What, what, what happened there. There was Armstrong. He 
was on the lunar surface. Oh no, I could not believe it, I had 
missed that small step for man. I had nodded off. I don’t 

remember being overly disappointed because I had the 
majority of the EVA to watch and was too enthralled to feel 
disappointment. At least that little power nap had done the 
trick. I was wide awake for the rest of the EVA. 

That first step had taken place at four minutes to four on 
Monday morning (03:56 BST). By the time the EVA ended it 
was a little after six in the morning (06:11 BST) and daylight 
was shining through the window. The astronauts would be 
heading for a rest period soon. I decided to head for bed to 
grab my own rest period and leave the coast clear for my 
Mom and Dad who would be up shortly. 

I don’t remember how long I slept and I don’t have strong 
memories of the rest of the mission although I know I 
watched the events unfold on television. As I look back, I have 
a little low level annoyance at myself for not being able to 
stay awake but c'est la vie. 

Fast forward 34 years or so and it is 17 November 2003, I am 
in the National Concert Hall in Dublin and am about to pull 
another all-nighter. I am in a shirt, tie and suit, sat in an 
audience of at least 800 people. We are about to hear Neil 
Armstrong live on stage. Later that evening I will actually get 
the chance to meet and speak to him in person. 

The news of the event had broken a few months previously 
and I found out when details were posted on the Collect 
Space website. There was a VIP package including pre-speech 
drinks and a post-speech dinner. Armstrong would be at the 
dinner and there would be an official photograph with the 
man himself. Via the Collect Space message board and private 
emails between the Collect Space fraternity a number of us 
booked for the event. Through contact with the organisers we 
managed to arrange for all of us to sit on one table. 

There was about ten of us Collect Spacers who had booked 
the VIP package plus a few that had ordinary tickets. Some of 
us planned to meet up in a bar of a hotel near the venue. 
Andrew, Dave, Derek, Eamonn, Geoffrey, Matt, Paul (plus Mrs 
Paul), Rob and Steve (apologies to those I have missed out) 
spent a little time talking about spaceflight. Matt had brought 
various bits of spacesuits including Schmitt's back-up lunar 
EVA glove. 

At about 7pm the VIP guests arrived at the National Concert 
Hall for the drinks reception before heading up to our 
reserved seats in the balcony for the 8pm start of the ‘Face to 
Face interview. Gay Byrne, an Irish presenter and host of 
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radio and television, was our Michael Parkinson for the 
evening. Gay did a wonderful job with his soft control of the 
interview. Gay’s intelligent questioning and prompts brought 
out the best in Armstrong. Forget all you have heard about 
Armstrong not being a good speaker. Despite a little 
nervousness at the beginning, perhaps brought on by the 
wonderful and long standing ovation he got when he first 
came on stage, he was articulate, enthralling and humorous. 
He talked about his life, his flying career and his spaceflights. 
There was then a Q&A period. Nobody cared we were 
overrunning. I got the feeling even Armstrong was enjoying 
himself. I think this part of the evening was scheduled to last 
about 90 minutes but it was close to nearly double that. 

The dinner was due to start at 10pm but we were well behind 
schedule. The evening was due to end at about midnight but 
my memory recalls that we had not even started eating by 
that time. There had been a lot of discussion amongst the 
Collect Space crowd about what we would say to Armstrong 
when we met him. After we had all got home a lot of us told 
stories on the Collect Space message board and I was no 
different. 

“Those who have already posted have told you about the 
wonderful evening we had. I do not think there was much else 
we could have asked for apart from more time with the man 
himself. I think for my bit on the night I will tell you a little 
story. 

For the last few weeks I have been building up to my meeting 
with Neil Armstrong. Reading 'Carrying the Fire' and some of 
'First on the Moon', 'Gemini' etc. I wanted to find the perfect 
question; something profound. I did not want to ask the usual 
"what was it like to..." type of question. I decided Gemini 8 
was a promising area to study. 

Despite all this enjoyable research I had not found the 
question required. On the Saturday before 'Face to Face' I was 
at a space conference in Birmingham, England. The one with 
the no show from Polyakov because of illness. I was chatting 
to a friend and I told him of my dilemma. He suggested 
questioning him on his pilot skills. Great idea, thanks Dave if 
you are reading. On my way to Ireland I worked the question 
in my head. This continued right up to the start of the event. 

The problem was, could I pluck up enough courage to ask the 
question during the Q & A session. Perhaps my question was 
too long? I thought of quicker Gemini and Apollo questions as 
back-ups. The problem with the quicker questions was that 
Gay Byrne had done his homework and they came up during 

his questions. In the Q & A session the 'chickens clucked 
loudly' (for those of you across the 'pond' a British way of 
saying I was too scared to speak in front of such a large 
audience). Still, there was always at the supper. 

To return to the start of Gay Byrne's interview, he had asked 
Neil Armstrong about his family links to Ireland and he 
explained that his family had originated from Scotland but 
had to leave because they kept 'borrowing the English cattle'. 
Some came to Ireland although he was not sure if he was 
linked to this part of the family. 

You are probably thinking why has Rob gone off subject? I 
have not and all will be revealed in a moment. The second 
course was arriving in the supper room at about the same 
time as Neil Armstrong. Sod the food, this is the main event. 
However, they are doing the tables in order and we have 
number 17 so a little time will elapse before it is our turn. I eat 
the food but keep making quick glances in his direction. 

It is now our table's turn. A quick slug of wine, make sure my 
tie is straight, my eyebrows are under control and we have lift
-off. I think, I don't have time for my profound question. So 
what do I say to him? You remember that bit about the cattle. 
I told him I was English but that he should not worry and I 
would not ask him for our cattle back. He laughed. The 
photograph was taken and I have a great memory. Maybe 
next time I will ask him that question. 

What a fabulous evening great company, great conversation 
and only one hour sleep but that is another story...” 

After I had posted that another of the attendees from the 
evening, a previously mentioned Geoffrey, posted, “Thanks 
for that! I've heard it before because I was sitting beside you, 
but it was still good to hear it again!” 

I am not sure what time we left the venue but some of us 
decanted to a still open hotel bar. At some point I managed 
about an hour’s sleep before it was time to make tracks for 
home. 

 

Collect Space; 40 Orbits of the Sun ©1999 by Rob Wood; 
Moonslaught: Purnell History of the 20th Century Magazine 
Special ©1969 by Reginald Turnill; Timeanddate.com 
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ODD AND SOME LESS ODD FACTS ABOUT APOLLO 11 

By Rob Wood 

• Neil Armstrong is the only member of the Apollo 11 
crew not to have written an autobiography. There is an 
authorised biography, First Man ©2005 by James R 
Hanson. Michael Collins wrote Carrying the Fire ©1974 
and Buzz Aldrin has written numerous books including 
several that can be described as autobiographical 
works, including Return to Earth ©1973, Men From 
Earth ©1989 and Magnificent Desolation ©2009. 

• All three Apollo 11 astronauts were born in 1930. 

• Each member of the Apollo 11 crew had made one 
previous spaceflight. All were during the Gemini 
Programme. 

• Both commanders of the prime and back-up crews, 
Neil Armstrong and James Lovell, were born in the 
same US State – Ohio. 

• Very few US astronauts have been born outside of the 
USA but coincidently both the Command Module Pilots 
on the prime and back-up crews were. Michael Collins 
was born in Italy and William Anders was born in Hong 
Kong. They were the only astronauts selected in the 
first three NASA groups to have been born outside the 
United States. 

• Michael Collins is the only member of the Apollo 11 
crew to have only two names. It certainly saves time 
when filling in forms. 

• Buzz Aldrin’s mother’s maiden name was Moon. 

• No one on the Apollo 11 crew flew in space again. 

• Neil Armstrong had less than 11 hours of spaceflight 
time prior to Apollo 11 but was not the most 
inexperienced commander of an Apollo Moon landing 
flight. Alan Shepard who commanded Apollo 14 had 
only flown a Mercury sub-orbital mission lasting only 
15 minutes prior to his Moon mission. 

• Armstrong was selected as an astronaut in 1962 (NASA 
Group 2). However, it could reasonably be suggested 
that this was the fourth time he had been selected as 
an astronaut. He had been nominated for the USAF 
‘Man in Space Soonest’ project (1958); picked for the 
USAF Boeing X-20 Dyna-Soar spaceplane project (1960) 
and flew the North American X-15 hypersonic research 
aircraft (1960 to 1962), which could be described as 
the first spaceplane. It flew to the edge of space and in 
1963 twice crossed it [100km height] but that was 
after Armstrong had joined NASA’s astronaut corps. 

• And almost finally, NASA officially announced the 
Apollo 11 crew to the public on 9 January 1969. At 
least that is what a lot of sources say including NASA 
retrospectives on the mission. However, I cannot find 
the actual release in NASA’s archives so I cannot 
confirm that this date is accurate. I am sure someone 
out there has the proof. 

I end with a question. What does a dead trout and a Chinese 
rabbit have to do with Apollo 11? Here is a clue – read Mike’s 
autobiography Carrying the Fire. Answers in the next issue of 
CapCom. 

Before I sign off I would just like to recommend Mike Collins 
book ‘Carrying the Fire’. It is sometimes irreverent and requires 
a parental guidance warning but you will not find many better 
books on spaceflight. In fact you might not find ANY better 
books on spaceflight. 

The odd facts have been compiled from various sources and 
unless otherwise stated are: Collect Space; Findmypast.co.uk; 
First Man ©2005 by James R Hanson; NASA; Spacefacts; Who’s 
Who in Space ©1999 by Michael Cassutt; Wikipedia. 
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The Rocket Power of Apollo 
By Dave Evetts 
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Command and Service Module (CSM) Plus 

Lunar Module (LM) in their Launch 

configuration 

Command and Service 

Module (CSM) Plus Lunar 

Module (LM) in their Flight 

configuration 

http://www.astronautix.com
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THE EAGLE HAS LANDED 
 

By Rob Wood 
 

Neil Alden Armstrong, Michael Collins and Edwin Eugene ‘Buzz’ Aldrin were sat in their Command and 
Service Module (CSM) on top of a three-stage Saturn V rocket. This 363 foot tall monster of a rocket 
was developed to take US astronauts to the Moon. At nine seconds before lift-off, the five huge first-

stage engines are commanded to ignite. The thrust level grows and the hold-down clamps are released 
as the countdown clock reaches zero. Five and a half hours earlier the astronauts were waking up. 
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Midlands 
Spaceflight 

Society  
Contact  

Dave Evetts, Secretary,  

Midlands Spaceflight Society  

124 Stanhope Rd, Smethwick  

B67 6HP  

Tel. 0121 429 8606  

(evenings & weekends only) or  

e-mail mss.shop@midspace.org.uk  

----------------------------------------------  

Web Site:  
www.midspace.org.uk  

----------------------------------------------  

Contributions to 
CapCom  

The Editor welcomes contributions 
for CapCom. Articles on any 

aspect of space exploration are 
considered. Articles in Word 

format or text files should be sent 
by email to 

capcom.editor@midspace.org.uk  

The Society is not responsible for 
individual opinions expressed in 

articles, reviews or reports of any 
kind. Such opinions are solely 
those of the . Material 

published in CapCom does not 
necessarily reflect the views of the 

Society. Any comments directly 
concerning the magazine should 

be addressed to the Editor via the 
email address above.  

Copy Deadline  
All contributions intended for the 
September—October 2019 issue 

should be emailed to the editor by 
Friday 9 August 2019 

 

 


