
 

US astronaut gets used to Earth after record-
setting 371 days in space
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In this handout photograph taken and released by Roscosmos on September 27,
2023, Expedition 69 NASA astronaut Frank Rubio is helped by specialists after
his landing in the Soyuz MS-23 capsule in a remote area near the town of
Dzhezkazgan, Kazakhstan.

After spending more than a year in space, Frank Rubio now has to get
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used to that pesky thing Earthlings call gravity.

"Walking hurts a little bit the first few days, the soles of your feet and
lower back," he said at a news conference Friday at NASA's Johnson
Space Center in Houston, Texas.

"I think there is a certain level of pain that comes with the fact that your 
lower back now supports half your weight."

Rubio returned to Earth two weeks ago after spending 371 days in space,
having taken off in September of last year aboard a Russian rocket for
what was supposed to be a routine, six-month mission.

The Soyuz spacecraft that was supposed to bring them back was docked
at the International Space Station to be used as an emergency backup
vehicle. But then it sprung a coolant leak in December, probably due to a
micrometeoroid.

So as a precaution, the Russian space agency, Roscosmos, returned the
vessel to Earth.

It sent another, empty one—which meant there would be space for
Rubio and company to return, but they'd have to pick up the mission
slated for the crew originally meant to be on that second ship.

"The fact that I was going to spend a whole year cooped up was a kind of
torture for me, because I love being outside," Rubio said.

"But that's part of the mission. It took a little bit of a mental shift and
saying, 'Hey, this is my world for the next 12 months and I have to deal
with that.'"

But the misadventure allowed this son of Salvadoran immigrants to grab
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the record for the longest time an American has spent in space, breaking
the 2022 record set by Mark Vande Hei, at 355 consecutive days.

The world record is held by Russian cosmonaut Valeri Poliakov, at 437
days.

"For the first few days (back on Earth) you drift to the right or to the left
as you try to walk straight," he says.

"Your mind is perfectly clear, but your body just doesn't respond the
way you expect it to."

During his stay at the ISS, Rubio notched another potential first when he
grew a tomato.

"I think what was the first tomato in space," he said.

He put it in "a little bag" and fastened it down with Velcro, but ended up
losing track of it.

Rubio spent hours looking for it to no avail. It may have dried out and
been mistaken for garbage.

But "some people will say I probably ate it," he jokes.
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