Almost Home

Robert Hoge

There’s an ironic contradiction about space trahekt plagues me. Space is the most open and expansi
environment humans have known. Free from Earthisfices, we have three dimensions open to explore
almost without end. Yet to experience even a foactif that grand freedom and beauty we are forocedly on

the most constricting and often fragile of machines

Still. People go.
It's an irony | suspect wasn't lost on the crewttd Space Shuttle Columbia.

It was well past midnight in Australia when | hedh# news. A message on a bulletin board from sameo
living in Florida alerted me. | checked a few wedsi CNN was saying only that mission control régubiit
had ‘lost contact’ with Columbia. A frenzied check several other websites yielded no new infornmatio
rushed to the television with an eager dread. @tadfter station of Australia’s free-to-air charmelas filled
with the usual detritus of early morning televisioforty year old movies and infomercials. No neiNaively |
took this as a hopeful sign, thinking that if theutile had crashed surely the stations would hagken with
their scheduled programming. | switched on theaaahid headed back to the CNN website.

This time they had pictures.

The sickening realisation too me straight backd86l when, at 13 years of age | woke to the newlsrmages
of the Space Shuttle Challenger exploding just mesunto its mission. | checked on my sleepingrsoath-
old daughter and wondered what she would make avant when she grew up that would be to her, ffor a
intents and purposes, pre-history. | contacted wuy ¢losest friends, both of whom — like me — ketprgje
hours. Then the journalist inside took over ancehtsearching for more information, trying to makase of it
all.

On its twenty-eighth flight, Columbia had orbitdtetEarth 255 times before heading for home. At @15
February 1, Florida time, the shuttle inverted aaitl pointing first, fired its engines to begin slmg for
descent. It was over Australia when it left orlit.8.43am it entered the atmosphere where it béggling the
full effects of the air and gravity. At this poitite shuttle used its rudders and flaps to steer dikplane.
Columbia performed routine banking manoeuvres douice speed and consequent re-entry heat. Oveeftie n
10 minutes sensors in the landing gear and lefgwaported rises in temperature. At 8.53am thetlghlatst
readings from the first of several sensors in #fewing. The last contact with the crew cam atOgu. At
200,000 feet and travelling 20 times the speedoahd, Columbia broke up and disintegrated. It was t
land at Kennedy Space Centre in Cape Canaveraid&lat 9:16am.

On board for scientific mission was a crew of seven

Commander Col. Rick Husband, 45, was a US Air Faaenel and former test pilot. He was selecte@dras
astronaut on his fourth try in 1994.

Pilot Cmdr William McCool, 41, was a Navy commanaed also a test pilot. He had more than 2800dlyin
hours with the Navy. It was his first time in space

Lt. Col. Michael Anderson, 43, was in charge of reeeing dozens of science experiments on Colunhbia.
1998 he travelled to the Mir space station.



Engineer Dr Kalpana Chawla, 41, emigrated fromdrtdithe US in the 1980s before joining the spaogram
in 1994. She was chosen as an astronaut after mgpakiNASA’s Ames Research Centre.

Cmdr. Dr Laurel Clark, 41, served as a medicalkeffiaboard submarines and as a flight surgeonb&teme
an astronaut in 1996 and was on board Columbialfmwith science experiments.

Capt. David Brown, 46, was previously a pilot arattdr for the Navy. He joined the Navy after a nocadli
internship and went on to fly the A-6E Intruder &rd8s. Columbia’s mission was his first spacetligh

Col llan Ramon, 48, was the first Israeli in spade. board Columbia as a payload specialist, heegeas a
fighter pilot in the 1970s, 1980s and early 199Qsng F-16s and F-4s. He was chosen as his colsntingt
astronaut in 1997.

They gave their lives that we might know more.

I’'m writing this a week on from the tragedy and rebing for words to say everything | want to exgres
Emotionally, I'm still distraught. Hearing it at dmin the morning kept me awake for another threer$o
Intellectually | keep returning to the contradictsoof space flight — the incredible technology &mel horrible
explosions; the amazing achievements and the ensricwsts; the conquering human spirit and the lesnaht
truths of politics. Space travel has never beeg,eascheap, or without real sacrifice. It nevell\we. But nor
has it ever left us without tangible benefits. Ahdt's what my mind keeps coming back to. Perhassus —
readers and writers of science fiction — who arestmguited to grasping and expressing many of the
contradictions of space travel.

There are hard facts to face about the future afdruspace flight. Do we need humans in space sdarbg
Should the shuttles be retired? What should happethe International Space Station? What price hhuma
safety? The budget for flying the shuttle was cO0%4in the 1990s, achieved primarily through massive
reductions in staff numbers. Glitches however, flelin an average of 18 per mission in 1992 to ufiiderin
2000. Until mission 113.

If the science fiction community can do anythingctmtribute to understanding it should be to embre
contradictions of space travel. And who, if not us,as uniquely placed to begin to reconcile those
contradictions? We are well to understand the telcgical difficulties and political imperatives thhound
space travel today. We have the intellect. But veeadso uniquely placed to creatively express thiemngial
grandeur for the future of humanity in space. Wisat many of us do every day, after all — dreanaliete,
extrapolate, invent. We have the creative spiritineestigate and express some of the potency ofespa
exploration into the future.

The history of the genre is replete with examplethat and 4examples of the harsh realities of sghght.
The science fiction community need not — should-néihe up behind one grand plan to take humamitihe
stars. But we should engage the wider communitly witr ideas; with knowledge and with possibility.

| believe there are myriad reasons for people tetrtiee continued challenge of exploration in spaceentific,
technological, economic and finally, perhaps, syrimcause it is there. The same reason we climmtams
and sail seas. It enriches our spirit.

That is not the only reason. But for mine, it is thest. Look at the names of the shuttles: EnsspAtlantis,
Discovery, Endeavour, Challenger and Columbia. &rse not just names of historic sea-going vestedy;
are also the names of some of the strongest eleroéttie human spirit.



That spirit did not die when Columbia broke up. Eviethe public had become complacent about thautkszof
travel into space, the Columbia crew had not. Tkesw the risks, and they accepted them. Througtieait
training, during the mission and on their way hothey embraced the contradictions. As should we.

A star fell from the sky that morning. May the #fpaf a hundred more take its place.

- First appeared in Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine # 5 February 2003.



