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On 25th May 1961, US President John F Kennedy made a


speech arguing that the United States should try to send


astronauts to the Moon and return them safely


to Earth before the end of the decade.


It sounded like an impossible plan. It was


only three weeks since Alan Shepard


had become the first American


in space, in a flight lasting only


15 minutes. To go from that first


short flight to a successful Moon


mission in less than nine years


would be a huge challenge.


Kennedy had political reasons for


wanting to land Americans on the


Moon. At the time, the United States


was desperate to prove its superiority


over the Soviet Union. Both countries


were large and powerful, but they had very


different ideas about how governments should


run a country. Although the two sides were suspicious of each other,


they were not actually fighting. This is why the conflict was known as


a ‘cold war’.


In his speech, Kennedy promised


huge amounts of money to NASA.


They would need it!
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The United States and the Soviet Union were both determined to be the


first to explore space. Each side always wanted to outdo the other in any


way possible. If the Americans could get to the Moon before the Soviets,


they would prove that the United States was the best.


No mission of this scale had


ever been attempted before.


The scientists and engineers


at NASA, the American


space agency, would have


to design, build and test an


entirely new type of rocket.


They would have to recruit


and train highly skilled


astronauts.


But against all the odds, they


succeeded. On 20th July


1969, Neil Armstrong


became the first person to


set foot on the Moon. Four


days later, his crew landed


safely back on Earth. They had


accomplished Kennedy’s goal, with


five months to spare. Their success was down to persistence, teamwork,


ingenuity and even a bit of luck. So how exactly do you land on the


Moon? Let’s find out!


Astronaut Buzz Aldrin joined Armstrong


on the surface of the Moon.
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The first step in planning a trip to the Moon is deciding how you will get there.


NASA’s engineers had a lot of different ideas about how to reach the Moon.


Each one came with its own problems and challenges.


The first hundred kilometres or so would be one of the trickiest parts of the journey. Earth’s


gravity pulls objects down towards the surface. To get to the Moon, a spacecraft has to escape


that gravitational pull. And to do that, the spacecraft needs to travel at about 11 kilometres


per second. That’s 350 times faster than cars go on a motorway! It takes an extremely


powerful rocket to reach that speed. Once a spacecraft reaches the right altitude, it will


enter a stable path around Earth. This is called being in orbit.


One of the first ideas was to send a rocket straight to the Moon. Once there, it would


land standing up, tail first. Then, when the astronauts had finished exploring, it would


blast off again and land tail-first again on Earth.


This idea seems fairly simple, but putting it into practice would have been very


difficult. The rocket would have to be extremely large and powerful, almost like a


flying skyscraper. Astronauts sitting at the very top of this enormous machine might


have struggled to land it safely on the surface. And no one had yet designed a


rocket that could land tail-first.
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Several smaller rockets would launch into orbit around Earth.


Each rocket carries a part of the spacecraft that will travel to the Moon.


In orbit, the parts dock with each other (meet up and attach), assembling a spacecraft.


The completed spacecraft leaves Earth’s orbit and travels to the Moon.


Pros:


uses smaller rockets, which are


easier to build


if anything went wrong with the


docking, it might still be possible


to rescue the astronauts


Cons:


no one had yet docked spacecraft


successfully


would still need to land a large


spacecraft on the Moon and


return it to Earth


Teams of engineers worked together


on new types of rocket engines.
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A NASA engineer called John Houbolt had a brilliant idea. His plan was to launch a


rocket from Earth that carried a smaller spacecraft inside. Once it was well on its way to


the Moon, the smaller spacecraft would detach from the rocket and continue its journey.


From there, things got trickier. Once in orbit around the Moon, the spacecraft would


split into two parts. One astronaut would stay in the Command Module, orbiting the


Moon. The other astronauts would travel down to the surface in the smaller Lunar


Module (or Moon lander). When they had finished exploring, they would return to the


Lunar Module, which would take off and dock with the Command Module in orbit.


The astronauts would climb through a hatch into the Command Module. Then the


lander would be discarded and they would return to Earth in the Command Module.


Houbolt’s idea required a big,


powerful rocket, but it wouldn’t


have to land tail-first, which made


things simpler. Another point


in its favour was that the Lunar


Module could be kept light by


only carrying what it needed. It


wouldn’t, for example, have to


carry all the fuel needed for the


journey back to Earth.


People criticised Houbolt’s plan, but he was


completely convinced that it would work.
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Nowadays, docking is a very common process. This spacecraft


is docking with the International Space Station.































