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FEATURE APOLLO TRAINING

AHEAD OF THE 50TH 

ANNIVERSARY OF THE APOLLO 

MOON LANDINGS, WE LOOK  

AT THE INNOVATIVE TRAINING 

AND EXERCISES THAT PUT THE 

ASTRONAUTS THROUGH THEIR 

PACES IN PREPARATION FOR 

THEIR ICONIC MISSION

WORDS: AMY SHIRA TEITEL

 

 

STARGAZING:  
MOONLANDING SPECIAL 
 Prof Brian Cox and Dara O Briain travel to 

where the historic Apollo 11 mission began. 

They meet astronaut General Charlie Duke who 

shares what it was like to guide Neil 

Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin to the surface of 

the moon, and how he followed in their 

footsteps three years later. Check 

Radio Times for more details.
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APOLLO TRAINING FEATURE

WALKING UP  
THE WALL
LUNAR LANDING 

RESEARCH FACILITY, 

VIRGINIA

Astronauts on the Moon 
would be working in 
reduced gravity – about 
one-sixth of what we feel on 
Earth. One way that NASA 
tried to replicate this 
experience was with this 
Reduced Gravity Walking 
Simulator. The puppetry-
like suspension system kept 
astronauts in a horizontal 
position at the  bottom of a 
long pendulum, which was 
designed so that the vertical 
‘floor’ supported one-sixth 
of their weight. As the 
astronauts walked, jumped 
and ran, researchers could 
study factors such as their 
speed, energy use and 
fatigue levels. The test 
subject here is working in a 
near-complete spacesuit so 
that engineers could learn 
more about the challenges 
of moonwalking with 
constrained movement, 
which helped them design 
suits that prevented 
astronauts from 
overheating on the Moon.
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SURVIVAL OF THE COOLEST
RENO, NEVADA �
One of the grand ironies of Apollo-era spaceflight was
that the astronauts, all expert pilots, returned to Earth
in a capsule that fell with little directional control.
This meant that, in an emergency or due to some
error, it was possible a mission could land a long way
from its target spot in the ocean, perhaps even landing 
in one of the world’s deserts.

To prepare for such an eventuality, astronauts
studied desert survival. Though they had some
TCVKQPU KP VJG ECRUWNG� VJG[ YGTG VCWIJV JQY VQ
survive off the land and use what materials they
JCF VQ HCUJKQP C UJGNVGT�*GTG� CUVTQPCWVU (TCPM
Borman, Neil Armstrong and John Young, and NASA
QHHKEKCN �CPF GZ�CUVTQPCWV�&GMG 5NC[VQP� FGOQPUVTCVG�
how to use parachute material to stay cool in the
punishing desert heat during a training session in 
August 1964.
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ONE SMALL PRACTICE STEP
� MANNED SPACECRAFT CENTER (NOW THE
JOHNSON SPACE CENTRE), HOUSTON, TEXAS

Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin would spend about
two-and-a-half hours on the lunar surface during
VJGKT #RQNNQ ��OQQPYCNM� GXGT[ OKPWVG QH YJKEJ
YCU OGVKEWNQWUN[ RNCPPGF� +P #RTKN ���� s VJTGG
OQPVJU DGHQTG VJGKT VTKR VQ VJG/QQP s VJG CUVTQPCWVU�
donned their heavy spacesuits and carried out a 
FTGUU TGJGCTUCN�
1P COQEM NWPCT UWTHCEG� VJG[ RNCPVGF VJG

#OGTKECP HNCI� RTCEVKUGF ICVJGTKPI TQEM CPF UQKN
samples, and determined how and where they would 
deploy scientific instruments such as the Passive
5GKUOKE 'ZRGTKOGPV� FGUKIPGF VQ FGVGEV OQQPSWCMGU�
They also practised descending the Lunar Module’s
ladder, with Armstrong rehearsing his famous “one 
small step” onto the Moon’s surface.

FEATUREAPOLLO TRAINING
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LET ME DOWN GENTLY
EDWARDS AIR FORCE BASE, CALIFORNIA

This alien-looking contraption is the 
Lunar Landing Research Vehicle 
(LLRV) – a barebones approximation of 
the Lunar Module that would carry 
astronauts to the surface of the Moon. 
Designed to mimic the feel and 
movement of a vertical lunar landing, 
the LLRV was little more than a cockpit 
mounted above a large engine. Sixteen 
small thrust rockets provided 
directional control, while the main 
engine gave enough thrust to make the 
pilot feel like he was flying in low 
gravity. Neil Armstrong is seen here 
with the LLRV in 1964. 

It was an excellent simulator that 
NASA brought into training early on, 
but the vehicle was not without its 
problems. During one test in May 1968, 
Armstrong ran into difficulties and was 
forced to eject moments before the 
LLRV crashed and caught fire. 
Thankfully, he walked away 
unscathed. An improved version of the 
trainer, the Lunar Landing Training 
Vehicle (LLTV), resumed flight 
operations not long after. 
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SPLASHDOWN
GULF OF MEXICO�

Each Apollo mission ended with a splashdown as the
Earth-bound capsule fell by parachute onto the yielding
surface of the ocean. This was simply the easiest way to
end a spaceflight (and it still is – SpaceX and NASA
both plan to use this method for their upcoming Dragon 
and Orion missions). This meant astronauts had to
learn how to safely exit the waterborne capsule. They
needed plenty of practice beforehand, because when 
KV ECOG VQ VJG TGCN UKVWCVKQP VJG[ YQWNF JCXG LWUV
experienced a harrowing 11-minute drop through the
Earth’s atmosphere. First, the astronauts practised in
pools where they could easily swim from the spacecraft.
6JGP VJG[ OQXGF KPVQ VJG QEGCP YJGTG YCXGU CPF
weather made things more challenging. Here, the
Apollo 11 crew practises exiting a mock-up spacecraft
KP VJG/GZKECP )WNH�1XGT VKOG� CUVTQPCWVU IQV WUGF VQ
transferring from the bobbing capsule into the life raft,
from where they would be winched into a helicopter 
CPF�FGNKXGTGF�VQ�VJG�UCHGV[�QH�CP�CKTETCHV�ECTTKGT�
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FEATURE

DRESS REHEARSAL
CAPE KENNEDY (NOW CAPE CANAVERAL), FLORIDA�

'XGT[ #RQNNQ URCEGETCHV s OCFG WR QH VJG %QOOCPF
CPF 5GTXKEG /QFWNG CPF VJG .WPCT/QFWNG s HNGY HQT
the first time on its lunar mission. This meant that the
Apollo 11 crew had limited time to train in the actual
modules, and so did most of their pre-flight work in
sophisticated simulators such as the one shown in this
montage. These specialised trainers were designed to
mimic actual flight conditions as closely as possible. 
For example, when an astronaut fired a thruster
engine, the readouts in the simulator responded
CEEQTFKPIN[� XKFGQ�DCUGF XKUWCNU KP VJG YKPFQYU
TGHNGEVGF VJG OQXGOGPV QH VJG URCEGETCHV KP URCEG� CPF
hydraulic lifts simulated the physical motion of the
craft. There were multiple simulators at the principle 
NASA centres where astronauts trained. The
challenge for the engineers was to update the
simulators as tweaks were made to the real-life
modules. But they succeeded, amply preparing 
#RQNNQ|ETGYU�HQT�VJGKT�NWPCT�OKUUKQPU�A
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T E I T E L

(@AmyShiraTeitel)
Amy is a spaceflight

historian and science writer.

Her YouTube channel is   

Vintage Space.
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