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Buzz Aldrin Interview – 
Time to revisit the Moon 

[Brazilian magazine article followed by English transcript] 
 

 



 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 

Time to revisit the Moon 

And then, colonize Mars. This is the proposal of one of the first men to step on the 
lunar surface 

Seventy-eight year-old American Buzz Aldrin is one of the biggest heroes in space 
exploration. On July 20th 1969, he and his colleague Neil Armstrong became the first men to 
walk on the Moon. As commander of the Apollo 11 mission, Armstrong left the spacecraft 
minutes before and uttered the phrase that would immortalize the achievement:  "That's one 
small step for man, one giant leap for mankind." That did not keep Aldrin from being 
remembered today as much as Armstrong (and certainly more than third crewman Michael 
Collins, who did not step on the Moon). Aldrin believes that man should not only just study 
space, but commit himself to it. He enthusiastically supports both colonizing Mars and space 
tourism promoted by private enterprise – topics on which he has creative, albeit controversial, 
ideas. In a 1975 autobiography, he spoke of his spiral into alcoholism and depression after 
becoming a hero. "Buzz", as he is known, wrote several other books and was honored in the 
film Toy Story. To mark the launch of a television series on the 50th anniversary of NASA, 
(that begins Sunday July 6th at 9:00 p.m. on the Discovery Channel), he spoke to Veja by 
phone from his office in Los Angeles. 
 
Veja – When you set foot on the Moon, you said that you saw a "magnificent 
desolation". How do you interpret that phrase?  
 
Aldrin – For a lot of people, my words stood in contrast to the optimism of my colleague, Neil 
Armstrong, who no doubt produced the great historical record of our conquest when he said 
that the trip was "one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind". What I meant to say 
actually was that if getting to the Moon had been a magnificent achievement, what we found 
there was not particularly attractive. It was desolate to face the emptiness of that black sky, 
the total lack of air and life, that ashen dust.  
 
Veja – But that wasn't exactly a surprise... 
 
Aldrin – Of course not. Our learning about the Moon began well before the journey, starting 
with the photographs we took from the Ranger spacecraft that beamed images before 
crashing into the lunar soil. Also, the robots from the Surveyor project had already landed on 
the Moon and tested its surface. Not to mention the radar that gathered an infinite amount of 
data. That is why, when we got to the Moon, we had a detailed knowledge of what we would 
find. The landing was scary, that's true; there were problems with the on-board computer and 
we arrived with less fuel than we would have liked. But nothing surprised us. In any case, the 
view that we had of the Moon was impossible to recreate beforehand. 
 
Veja – In 1972, NASA ended the Apollo program that allowed man to reach the 
Moon, and went on to invest in the space shuttle. What do you think about the 
course of American space exploration? 
 
Aldrin – U-turns in NASA priorities are always delicate. Any unsuccessful change in course for 
the agency's plans can mean years of delay. I think that the transition from the Apollo project 
to the space shuttle was an example of that. After the lunar missions, we had an excellent 
program by the name of Skylab – with a large space station placed into orbit. We should have 
gone ahead in that direction instead of betting our chips on something as complex, expensive 
and -- consequently -- unsatisfactory as the shuttle. Of course they made some important 
feats possible, like installing and later repairing the Hubble space telescope, undertaking 
complex missions, and beginning construction on the International Space Station. But the 
space shuttle era, in my view, represented a detour from what should have always been the 
object of American space exploration efforts. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Veja – What is that object? 
 
Aldrin – For me, it couldn't be clearer:  a return to the Moon while we prepare to colonize 
Mars. 
 
Veja – Is they day when man sets foot on Mars far off? 
 
Aldrin – We will probably do that in 20 or 30 years. A project of such a magnitude and that 
involves staggering costs, works with the idea of sending people for long stays. Astronauts 
would have to stay on the planet for at least 10 years, if in fact they went back at all. 
 
Veja – You presented NASA with a plan to facilitate trips between the Earth and 
Mars and that envisions the construction of a huge spaceship. It would travel 
continuously between the two planets. How would that work? 
 
Aldrin – The systems needed to send people into space and bring them back safely are 
complex and expensive. To get to Mars, we would need reusable rockets that could not be 
destroyed during a ship's launch and that could be refurbished upon arrival at the destination 
for use on the return trip. If it is possible to continuously go back and forth between the Earth 
and Mars, transporting large groups of people each time, we will have taken a huge step in 
cutting expenses and reducing complications. Working with a ship that could transport only 
between five and seven people would not be productive because the task of setting up a base 
to colonize Mars will require much more personnel. Probably, between 50 and 70 astronauts 
would have to go to the planet during the first stage alone. 
 
Veja – You are a space tourism enthusiast. Will there come a day when these 
adventures are accessible to mere mortals? 
 
Aldrin – Not to those who today cannot even afford an intercontinental flight, that's for 
certain. It will always be expensive to travel far from the Earth's surface. Putting a ship with 
few people into space consumes an astounding amount of energy, since you need to reach a 
speed of more than 27,000 kilometers per hour. The next space tourist will go up in October 
and will pay $35 million for a trip on a Russian spacecraft. He is millionaire Richard Garriott, 
son of a former astronaut. 
 
Veja – How can participation by private enterprise, which you support, boost that 
business? 
 
Aldrin – With creative solutions. For the last 10 years, I have been developing a different 
market plan that uses some of the characteristics of a lottery. It would allow a person 
interested in traveling to space to vie for a chance to make that dream come true for no more 
than, say, $100. The logic is simple:  if 1 million people buy one of those spots, it will be 
possible to bankroll the trip for at least one lucky customer and still make a profit. Under my 
proposal, the winner could neither sell nor exchange the prize. Either he enjoys the 
opportunity or he loses. 
 
Veja – Can that idea move beyond paper? 
 
Aldrin – In two or three years, with some optimism, I intend to put my service on the 
market. We could start with sub-orbital rides. In addition, other possibilities like high-altitude 
plane flights will also be on the menu. 
 
Veja – In your autobiography, "Return To Earth", you revealed the living hell that 
you went through after the trip to the Moon. Did that experience shake your 
convictions? 
 
Aldrin – Since I was on display so much and since I got so attached to the image of an 
acclaimed hero, readapting to normal life was a challenge. After I came back, I went through 
a painful separation and had a nervous breakdown. I abused alcohol and had to undergo 



 
 
 
 

psychiatric internment. Being at the center of such a grand accomplishment made my 
weaknesses surface; on the other hand, the trip reinforced my spirituality. Although it was 
not made public, I took Communion on the Moon. Since then, my spirituality was broadened 
many times. Today, I believe in the action of a higher intelligence that resulted in the creation 
of the universe and guides the evolution of the human species. 
 
Veja – Will we discover life on other planets? 
 
Aldrin – There is a high probability that there are extraterrestrial life forms; it is certainly 
promising that we discovered water on Mars. There is also a chance of finding life on planets 
that gravitate around other stars. That is one reason why we should focus human presence on 
a place other than the Earth's surface. For me, that place clearly is Mars. 
 
Veja – Conquering the Moon gave Americans victory in the space race against the 
Soviets. How did that dispute affect the life of an astronaut? 
 
Aldrin – There was no way to be immune from its effects. As a fighter pilot, I saw Soviet 
involvement in the Korean War up close. We knew that the Russians had the skill to compete 
with us on an equal footing and they wanted to get to the Moon before us. A Russian 
cosmonaut was the first man to go into orbit and another walked in space before my friend Ed 
White did the same on the Gemini 4 mission. Fortunately, that did not stop us. 
 
Veja – Was there any type of friendship with the Russian cosmonauts? 
 
Aldrin – Yes. Despite the quarrels between the two superpowers, we had a cordial 
relationship with them. Unfortunately, I don't see that type of camaraderie – even among the 
older people that took part in the American space program. I am disappointed that the spirit 
of unity vanished. Twenty-four astronauts went to the Moon during the Apollo program, and 
12 of those were lucky enough to walk on its surface. Next year, we will celebrate the 40th 
anniversary of man landing on the Moon and few of us will still be alive to celebrate the 50th 
anniversary of the Apollo project in 2011. It's sad that there are no more links between these 
people.  
 
Veja – There are those who say that NASA had chosen you to be the first man to set 
foot on the Moon. Is that true or false? 
 
Aldrin – I can guarantee that it's false. The decision on who the world would see coming out 
of the spacecraft first was made six weeks before the journey. The mission commander, who 
had much more experience as a pilot, should take the symbolic first steps on the Moon. But it 
is true that there were precedents to the contrary. In the first trips by spacecraft into orbit, 
the commander always stayed inside supervising the mission while the co-pilot ventured 
outside. It was like that until Apollo 9. 
 
Veja – It is strange that there are people who believe that man did not land on the 
Moon. That it was all a sham. What would you say to those who spread this crazy 
theory? 
 
Aldrin – I'm tired of hearing that nonsense. The evidence of the mission's success is 
categorical. Besides, the Russian competitors would be the first to cry "foul!" if us – their 
adversaries – took part in fraud. But that's fine. Many people also exercise their legitimate 
right to brag about having seen UFOs and other weird things. It's not worth arguing with 
people like that. 
 
Veja – Traveling to space involves a risk to life. How did you and your colleagues 
deal with that in a time when technological resources were much more precarious? 
 
Aldrin – Since the cost of NASA projects is high, safety was always the number 1 item. The 
Apollo 1 fire that killed three astronauts in 1967 shocked us so much that we had to make 
changes in spacecraft blueprints to guarantee that there would be no more problems. 



 
 
 
 

Unfortunately, even today, it is impossible to guarantee zero-risk on a trip of that nature. 
When we blasted off toward the Moon, we knew that there was a 40% chance that we would 
not get there. The chance of us not coming home was around 10%. But I would not hesitate 
in doing it all again. 
 
Veja – Are you familiar with the Brazilian space program? 
 
Aldrin – Brazil has distinguished itself in the production of aircraft by Embraer and today has 
cutting-edge technology in developing fuels. Besides that, there is the Alcantara launch base 
(in Maranhão State). I visited there recently and was impressed by its potential, its privileged 
position close to the Equator. If it can coordinate its resources and open itself up to private 
space exploration, Brazil can hold an advantageous position in the area. 
 
Veja – You inspired the Buzz Lightyear character in the Pixar animated film Toy 
Story. How did you feel about that honor? 
 
Aldrin – I was happy with the tribute. But the use of my name didn't make me one cent. 


