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. The first thing you notice
about watching a spaco lnunch .
from the Kennedy Space Center
at Capo Canaveral, Florida is
that as soon as the huge Saturn
rocket ignites, it blasts off the
prd a lot faster than it appeara
on television. '

The second thing you notice ia
the noise of the rockets. It's awe-
gome. It hits you like a wave and
is so loud that, I swear, the
bones in my chest rattled for a
good 30-scconds. Very cool.

. On TV, the powerful cameras
zoom in and follow tho rockot as
it climbs injo the sky, It scems to
take forever to disappoar from
view. In person, it docsn't
“climb.” That's too lame a word.
It leaps into the clouds and is
gone from the naked eye in just a
couple of seconds. Really, as 1
watched the launch of Discovery
from Amecrica’s Space Port
Thursday, 1 thought that it was
like a bottle rocket, That's how
fnst it goes when you ace it up
close and personal.

Up close is about three miles
away. That's as near as the
NASA officials will let anyone be
to the lnunch pad. Three miles is
still in the official blast zone,
which, we were told, means
there's a bit of danger. It scems
a-powdery residue from the solid
tocket booster exhoust is com-
posed partially of hydrogen chlo-
ride. And, in combination from
‘moisture, it can form droplets of
bydrochloric acid.

.-Thus, under certain weather
conditions and if the wind ia juat
right, we journalists watching
from the Complex 39 Press Site
could have been covered with the
atuff. We were told that we
should be prepared to run into a
nearby building ar our vehicles if
warned.

That, fortunately, didn’t hap-
pen Thursday.

Instead, I was able to witness
the launch of what NASA calla
STS-96, a 10-day aupply mission
by the Space Shuttle Discovery
to the still-under-nssembly
International Space Station
some 250 miles above the earth,
 The reason I was there this
week was to learn about the use
of computers in space.

+ For in the 5,000 pounds of gear
and material brought up to the
Internantional Space Station by
the seven-member crew arc n
whole bunch of laptop PC's.
- You'd think that the NASA
Bpace cngineers would be imple-
menting all sorta of sophisticat-.
rd, powerful and very secret pro-
rietary computer systems.
?nslcnd. 1 was surprised to learn,
that they're taking up a bunch of
1BM ThinkPads ... the same kind
of PC's many of us lug back and
forth from the office to the home.
“+ “Personal computers are now
8o powerful and sophisticated
that it’s casier and mare cost-
effective for us to do just what
the consumer does, order them
‘up from a PC vendor,” says Andy
Klausman, an engineer with
United Space Alliance, the main
contractor for the NASA Space
Shuttle program. *I don’t think
the average PC user realizes
how powerful today's machines
really are.”

The shuttla crew plans to
leave five ThinkPads on the
International Space Statien for
uso next year by the crow that
will eventually move in and con-
stantly staff the orbiting extra-
terrestrial base camp. )
. Aboard the Discovery shuttle
vehicle right now, the crew is
using nine ThinkPads. If you
watch the TV covorage of the
mission, you'll always sco one of
the laptops floating around in
zero gravity. “Actually, to keep
them from bumping into them,
they often have Velcro them to
the walls,” IBM's James Sciales
told me on my visit to tho
Kennedy Space Center.

. Klausman, the engincer, has
in his Houston office an IBM
ThinkPad that served aboard the
Russinn Mir space station. When
Mir hnd an accident a couple of
years ago, the laptep was in the
portion of the cargo bay that was
seriously damnged. The bay was
so damaged that thero wans a
Jenk and the ThinkPad was
exposed to a space vacuum,
When it was eventually
repaired, the laptop was
retrieved and brought back to

corth,

The only domage was the
backlight for the screen, which
popped in tho vacuum. It was
fixed and the laptop still works. I
told the IBM folks they ought to
copy tho old Timex watch com-
mercial: “Takos a licking and

« Iceeps on ticking.”

‘The leptops in space have

nctually replaced the typical
etickpit mounted “rack” comput-
ors that we used to ses on our

. pacecraft, The ThinkPads are

used by the crow —_Pc
for all sorts of MIKE

functions, from
managing com-
mand and con-
trol systems to
sending ¢-mail
back to their

familics on
carth and NASA
enginecers  in
Houston,

In one of the
more unusual
applications,
when the robotic space “arm” is
extended from Discovery to do

MIKE
WENDIAND

some welding work on tho Inter-
national Space Shuttle, the exte-

* rior camera is plugged into a

ThinkPad and the operation is
monitored by the Shuttle crew

* insido Diacovery on tho laptop

Bcreen.

“These laptopa just make
everything more efficient,” said
Klausman. “They're all net-
worked togother and hooked up
by the communications syatem
to the NASA system back on
earth. When the erew slecps, the
laptops are awake, They're as
much a part of the mission as
the radio and telometry sys-

You’d think that the NASA space engineers
would be implementing all sorts of sophisticated,
powerful and very saecret proprietary computer
systoms. Instead, | was surprised ta learn, that
they're taking up a bunch of IBM ThinkPads.

toma” .

If you want te learn more
about the mission and sce what
is happening up there in spoce,
visit the Kennedy Space center
Web + site at

http//www.ksc.nasa.gov

And this weckend, I'l be talk-
ing about the use of computers
in space on my PC Talk Radio
Show on TalkRadio 1270,
WXYT. Thanks to the peaple at a

Even NASA crews use-lapto‘ps as part of mission

company called AltiTalk, you can
now listen to my radio show on
the Internot.. Just visit
www,pemike.com for dotails, 1
tape-recorded the Thuraday
launch and you'll be able to hear
that incredible blast off noise
yourself.

Mike Wengdland reports about
computers and the Internet for
NBC-tclcvision stations coast-to-
coast. His radio show is heard
every weckend ‘on TalkRadio
1270, WXYT. You can reach
Mike through his Web site at
wiww.pcmike.com
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