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Some Childhood
Prophesies Do Come True

Leroy Chiao

. * 4 ) Leroy Chiao’s official
portrait for the ISS
mission. Credit: NASA

You're reading @ magazne called Spacs
Lifsstyle, so in al liksfhood you or someonse very
close to you uttared the popular childhood phrass,
“I'm going to be an astronaut when | grow up.”
Leroy Chi=o is no different. Like many others, the
1868 Maoon landing was a landmark event in his
ife, but evan before that he was fascinated with
airplanes and rocksts and devoursd books on the
subject. By the tme Apollo 11 touched down, that
phrase was frequently coming out his mouth.

"Of course, my friends and | all said we wanted
to be astronauts,” said Chiao, who is the only ons
who actually achievad . “We played space and
pretended we wers landing on the Moon. | sven
built a lttle spacaship, kind of a command moduls,
undernaath my workbench in the garags.”

4 Parhaps, space was a bit more rsal to Chiao,

52 IS’MI UFESTYLE |FALL 2008

now 48, than others because
hiz father worked at Lawrence
Livarmore National Lsboratory
and did soma consulting work with
NASA Nowadays, all the relevant
information about applying to be
an astronaut is online. But it was
actually a2 colleague of Chiaos
father who helped him gst the
intial information back in ths sarly
80e.

Chiao i first gensration
Amenican, and his Chinsse-born
parents were vary pragmatic and
education focused. Dreams ware
great, but the route to them could
only be accomplished by doing
well in school Whis axcelling in
school, Chiao also understood that
good grades slone would not lead
the way to a3 career in spacs, 50
even ac a teenager ha was doing
stratagic planning. such as picking
the right university.

°I had already decided | wantad
to study enginearing,” he said. His
dream of going into spacs took
a huge leap forward the ysar
ha graduatad high school, whan
NASA selectad the first group of
Space Shuttle astronauts and
included in that selection non-
military civilians.

“| decidad | would go the cvikan
routs,” Chiao said. i he went into
the military and that didn't lsad to spacs, ha would
ba stuck with 3 miltary career he didn't really
want. But if he studied enginsering and was never
acceptad into the astronaut program, ha would
still have a very markstable degres and the abilty
to plot an interssting carser.

“When | was in graduate school, | sant away
for my astronaut application packags and startad
to try and maks it real,” he said. "My parants didn't
taks that dream of mine super sanously. They
knew it was something | was imtersstad in, but they
wens very realistic. Not in a discouraging way, but
they said, 'It's great to have a dream, but you also
have to bs practical sbout it.”
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For undsrgreduate, Chizo attanded UC
Berkeley. For graduate school, he decided on UC
Santa Barbara, “because first of al they wers
offsring me a research assistantship, so I'd get
paid while | was going to grad school,” he said. "It
was a nice location. It was a smaller program and
still had a good reputation. it was a change of pacs
from Berkaley.” Chiao knew NASA was locking for
all kinds of tachnical peopls, so it didn't mattarwhat
specific area of angneering his Ph.D. involved.

Today. he oftan speaks to groups of school
kids and teenagers. Ha tells them to pursus their
dreams in @ purposeful way. “You can't blindy
pursue somsthing.” he noted. “You've got to always
be assessing your situation and your options and

what's realistic. But you've got to go for your
dreams. What would be worse than looking back
at your §fe many years from now and saying. 'l
didn't even try to do the things | wantad to do.™

Aftar sarning his Ph.D, Chiao went to work
for Hexcsl, an asrospaces composits matarial
manufacburer. From thare, he want to work at
Lawrenca Lwarmore National Laboratory. In
February 1989, he submittad his application to
NASA [by mail). That summer, he got & call from
the Astronaut Salaction Office asking if they could
contact his current amployer. Than in Saptamber,
ha was invited to come to Houston. In January
1880, he got & call saying he hadn't baan accaptad
but pleass reapply.
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"1 was kind of crestfalen
when | got the call,” he said. At
around 7 a.m. tha naxt marning,
his fatas changad when he got a
call saying he was being invitad
to join the incoming class. "l
reportad to work in early July”

It was four years before he'd
go into space, which he said was
around average at that time.
Tha 23 paopls in his class came
from very diversa backgrounds:
miltary tast pilots, medical
doctors, physicists and other
research enginesrs such as
himzsif. The first year, they wers
togethsr, and then wers sent
out to various support jobs and
addtional training. Oncs an astronaut is assigned
to @ mission, he or she starts mission spacific
traning.

Over the courss of 15 years, he mads saveral
trips into space, including thres Spacs Shuttis
fight=.

“Professionally, from a personal level, | fesl
very fortunate. | got to do just about sverything |
could have dons in my caresr as an astronaut,”
Chi=o said. "l got to fly on the Spacs Shuttle. I got | a
to be the commander of the Intermational Spacs
Station. | got to fly up and down on & Russian Soyuz
spacecraft for that mission. | got to do six spacs
walks—four of them in US. space suits and two
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Russian language and made some lifalong friends
over there.

“| flew science missions. | flew spacs walk
missions. | helped to buid the International Space
Station. So from a personal profsssional level, |
couldn't have asked for any more.”

Whan hs was selectad to be an astronawr,
Chiao said his intantion was to stay at NASA and
fly as long as he'd be allowed to fly and then move
madaskpb Earlyin his days at NASA he attandad

gong-away party and he heard someone say,
“You'll know when it'’s ime to go.” He thought that
realization would never coma to him, but in late
2005 it did.

He said an astronaut’s perspective changes
over time. Whan you first get in the program
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you'rs willing to accapt any risk just to fulfil that
dream to ba in space.

“With eachflight, most astronauts startthinking
a little bit about the rick.” he said. "Pecpls in my
era, we lost friends on Spacs Shuttle Columbia.
Ona guy was a neighbor and a prstty good frisnd.
It gives you pause. It's not that we took tha rsk for
grantad, but you get a little comfortable. Then one
dosen't maks it”

Chiao said the naturs of his job—ths pressurs,
tha moving around, the risk—made him think he'd
nevar gst marmiad. VWhen he turned 40 he started
to realize ha wanted a family. He married wife
Karan the yaar befors he flew ths ISS mission, and
after he ratired thair twins, Henry and Caralins,
were born.

“It's hard for ms now to imagine having toddlers
and going away all the tme and missing them
growing up and short changing them on having
their father around,” he said. He came back from
the ISS mission and sensed it was time to move

on. Hs was offered anothar Spacs Shuttle mission,
but turnad it down.

He bscame an indepsndent consultant
on spacs isoues and education issuss and a3
highty sought aftar public speaksr with Leading
Authorities Speakers Bursau (leadingauthoniss.
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com). Chiao also becams executive vice president
for space operstions and director of Excalibur
Almaz Limited, a private space flight company that
plans to markst orbital flights for space tourists.

Knowing what great lengths and Ifelong
commitment and preparation it took for him to
s3arn a 583t on 3 spacecraft, how does he fesl
about spacs touristry?

°| have to admit, years ago when this was
starting, my knes jerk reaction was no way,” he
sad. “Then aftar thinking about it and getting usad
to the idsa, in tha appropriats time and placs t's
parfectly natural, kind of the same as ths evolution
of the airplane. In the begnning, the arplans was
vary risky, expenzive and just for a few people.
Evantually, the asirplane svolved to what it is today,
part of sveryone’s Ives. | think space wil follow
the same path, but cbviously it will take longer
bacauss it's a lot more difficult technically to gt
into spaca”

Part of Chiac’s commitment to commarcial
space traval comes from what he admis are
parsonal fesings and moments of self-discovery he
achieved whils in space. “| remamber locking back
at the Earth and how beautiful the Earth was,” he
recalled. “The colors were so vibrant and so much
brighter than | imagned they would be.

“The Earth locoks absolutsly
peacsful from space. Intellectually,
you know that is not the cass. It
gavs me a3 percpective on life
and taught ma to take what | call
the big picturs. & helps you to
undsrstand, to be mors tolerant.
From a somewhat esotaric point
of view, the mors psople we can
gst into space to have that view
and have that self-examination,
the bettar off we'll be.”

He feels to rsally have the
impact, it requirss orbital flight.
Now, what about training? The
five spaca tourists who've gone
up on 3 Russian Soyuz have had
to undergo six months of training
and spent more than $20 milion
a pisce.
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fight participants,” and ha said the length of training
tims and expanse may vary basad on what futurs
spacs travelsrs will be doing during a mission

“They're not sssential crew members, like a
co-piot. They'rs not throwing switchas. Thay're not
trouble shocting systems. They'rs not doing repair
work or anything like that,” he explainad. “They
are oftantimas participating in experimental work
when thay're on board. What | envision is we would
havs two different types of paying customers.”

One type would be similar to the five who've
gone so far, assentially passengers. “Wa're stil
defining our training and developing it” He sad it
wil probably ba substantially less than six months.

The other type of spacs fight participant
could be somsons, who if ha or she possessss
tha right qualifications could perhaps copilot
tha spaceship. That training would cbviously be
longsr.

Chiao said the hope is tha cost par passenger
will go down as volums of travel goes up. For that
to happan, thers have to be some tachnological
breakthroughs in rockstry or a different way of
propulsion and getting out of the atmosphers and
up to orbital speed. Thers is dsfinitaly a need for
researchers who can help advancs thess things.

Thers is not @ specific tmeling, but sometime
over the next few years Excalibur Aimaz hopss to
hava its first tast launch. "We've got to be a saif-
policing industry,” he noted. "We'rs very cognizant
of that in our company as | hope other privats
spacs companies ars as well. We'va got to be a
salf-policing industry to maks sure we don't cut
comars and try to gst something dons faster
or cheaper. Our partners in Russia ars very
expariencad at building spacacrafts. W recognizs
safety’s importance and we ksep it 35 part of our
culture.”

As he looks forward to a decads from now and
beyond, he hopas that commercial space travel
will also become affordable to various ressarch
groups who desire to perform exparimants in
spaca.

“It could bring @ Renaissancs of spacs ressarch
for companies sither trying to develop products
or universities and other research institutss
trying to understand fundamental phanomenon in
microgravity and things like that,” he said. "In the

( big picturs, it's battar for all of us the mors people

We can get into spaca.”
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Math Is for Girls
Peggy E. Thomas

When Paggy E. Thomas was growing up,
computsr science wWas just emerging and she
wantad to know more about it. But it was the B0s
and girls wers not being encouraged to pursus
such things.

“I was in the sixth grade and after recess they
asked the boys to fne up in one ne and the girls
to ne up in another,” sha recountad. “When all of
us girls wound up in @ classrocom, we were told we
wenrs going to be told about the facts of life. This
woman stood up and she basically told us, Your
function in ife is to bacoms a wifs and mother.” |
was flabbergastad. | felt my function in life was to
ba & ittls bit mors than a wife and mothar. Bsing a
wife and mother is @ wondarful thing. I'm not trying
to discount that. But | felt liks | wantad to do more
than that.”

High school counselors told her if she had
to have a career, che should pursue taaching.
Thankfully, her parsnts encouragad her to do
whatsver she wanted.

Whils putting her ex-husband through collegs,
shs worked for @ company called Computer
Sciences Corp. as a software enginser. They knew
sha didnt have a degree, but they saw potential in
har. Management encouraged harto go to collegs,
which after getting a divorcs she did.

In time, her computer skills led her into the
space program. Her work with Computar Sciences
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took her to ths Jet Propulsion Lab, whare she
wrgts tslemetry procsssing programs. From
thars, it was onto Ames Research Center, whers
she actualy found the ressarch and dsvelopmant
work not as axhilarating. Then she movad with
Computar Sciences to the Johnson Spacs Center,
whers she thrived on the deadine driven, high
pressure work.

Today. she is director, avionics and softwars,
Intarnational Spacs Station, NASA Systems at The
Boaing Company.

"l came o work at Bosing on the Spacs
Station program,” she said. "We were developing
tha flight software. One of the areas had some
difficukty and my boss at that tims, Brewstar Shaw
(@ formear astronaut and now vice precident &
genaral manager of Bosing's space exploration
division). acked me to
go to Calfornia for six
months and hslp with
the software arsa that
was being devsloped
there. This is sofbware
that runc al of the
thingse on the outside
of the spacs station.
Its called the extarnal
control zone software.
It doss things Fke the
mobile transportsr. k's
pretty complax sofoware
and myjcbwastogstit
back on track.

"My customar
[NASA) and | worked
togethsr to help solve
thosa problems.” From
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my mals countarparts do.”

As director she currently oversaeas about 600
software engneers. That number was onca ovar
1,000, but it declinas as the 1SS nears complstion.
“We'rs going from dewsloping to sustaining
enginsering,” Thomas notad.

She’s found working in the space industry a
vary rewarding sxprassion of har love of math and
computar science. Remarried, she lovas inspining
har stap-grandchildran to bs intarssted in spacs,
with things like postars and pins.

Her adwics to those who are intarestad in
2@ career in space is to be goalomented and
persistent. Lock for when new government
contracts are awarded and see what jobs might
bacome availabls with the contractor. For those at
the begnning of their carsars, svary ysar Bosing

thars, after rave reviews
for her parformancs,
she moved into her currant position.

When she began working in the spacs
industry, there were not a lot of cther women in
influential positions. “It's challenging for anyone in
a lsadership role in this particular job, becauss
we're doing things that we'va never done bsfors,”
che explained. "Some of the things | bring a5 a
woman are bensficial. | care about people. | cars
about helping them be successful. That helps me
in many casec to address performance issuss
perhape mors sffectively than I've seen soms of

brings in around 2040 intarns.

Thomas is looking forward to continuing har
work with Boseing into the Constallation program.
Before that, she has one big thing on her “to do”
list.

“I have not yst seen a launch,” she said. Tve
written that down as ons of my goals.” @..
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