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The purpose of this trip was to attend the Aeronomy of Ice in the Mesosphere (AIM) Educators’ Launch Conference, which consisted of space related workshops and presentations and culminated with attendance at the launch of the AIM experiment aboard a Pegasus rocket on the afternoon of April 25th, 2007.  We departed from Hartnell at 6 am and traveled to Lompoc, CA just south of Vandenberg Air Force Base.  The group consisted of Estaban Calderon, Daniel Chairez, Darwin Fernandez, Raquel Hernandez, Luciano Cerritos, Angelica Meza, Jorge Mendoza, Oscar Mancillas, Joel Salvidrez,  Jorge Torres, Maria Uribe, and Shannon McCann.  

We arrived at Allan Hancock College Lompoc Valley Center, checked in and received schedules and information packets, pens and tee shirts.  Edmund Burke, the CEO of Space Information Laboratories, Inc, was giving the welcoming address as we arrived so it was a little embarrassing to walk in with such a huge group and interrupt the proceedings.  However, Mr. Burke was kind enough to introduce our group and extend us a special welcome as future scientists and engineers.

After the welcoming address we could attend a variety of space oriented workshops, one before lunch and two after lunch.  For the first workshop we split up, with all the students attending the “Rocketry:  3-2-1 Liftoff!” session while I attended the “Voyage on the High Seas:  A NASA Oceanic Adventure” session.  In their workshop the students built and then launched paper rockets, while in my workshop I played a board game based upon ocean currents as detected by ocean topography information relayed back by the Jason-1 satellite.  After lunch we all attended the “Light & Waves Fun:  The Electromagnetic Spectrum” workshop and then split up again, with most of the group attending the NASA Oceanic Adventure session, while Raquel and I attended the combined “Clouds & More Clouds” and “The GLOBE Program” session.  The students all agreed that the Rockets workshop was the most fun because they got to build and launch their own rockets.

After the 3rd workshop we headed over to check in at the hotel.  At 5:30 we boarded buses to travel to the Endeavour Center for the evening program, which consisted of dinner and speeches.  We listened to speeches and had question and answer sessions with Dr. Jim Russell, Principal Investigator of the AIM project, and Mr. Robert Richards, Vice President of Orbital Sciences Corporation.  
Dr. Russell explained the history and purpose of the AIM project and discussed the three experiments on board the AIM satellite.  The AIM satellite is intended to investigate the phenomenon of Polar Mesospheric Clouds (PMCs), the Earth’s highest clouds, which form an icy membrane 50 miles above the Earth’s surface, above the polar latitudes.  The AIM satellite will allow scientists to study these NoctiLucent Clouds (NLCs) with three different suites of instruments.  The Cloud Imaging and Particle Size (CIPS) experiment consists of 4 earthward looking cameras taking photos of the clouds.  The Solar Occultation For Ice Experiment (SOFIE) uses sideward facing instruments to reconstruct various atmospheric parameters using solar occultation, and The Cosmic Dust Experiment (CDE) consists of dust collector panels mounted spaceward on the satellite which measure the amount of dust entering the mesosphere which can act as condensation nuclei for the ice in the PMCs.  Mr. Richards explained the role that Orbital Sciences Corporation plays in developing and deploying the Pegasus rockets which give the AIM satellite a ride into orbit.  Both speakers fielded a great number of questions from the audience, which was composed mainly of teachers from around the state and nation.
After the presentations we traveled back to the hotel by bus, arriving around 10:15 pm.
Wednesday, April 25, 2007
At 8:45 am we boarded the buses to travel back over to Vandenberg Air Force Base for a tour.  Our first stop was at the Flight Operations Center where we were allowed to view the Orbital L-1011 jet which is the launch vehicle for the Pegasus rocket and AIM satellite.  We could only approach to about 200 yards as the plane was being prepped for the mission.  Mr. Burke arranged for us to be able to talk to the F-18 chase plane personnel.  The chase plane accompanies the L-1011 and carries a videographer who keeps a video camera trained on the Pegasus rocket mounted under the L-1011.  The camera sends a live feed back to Mission Control which monitors the visible health, launch, and initial flight of the rocket.  The pilot allowed us to walk out onto the flight line and examine the chase plane up close.  Angelica got autographs from the pilot and videographer.  
We then took a quick trip over to the Officer’s Club on base for lunch and then traveled to the NASA Mission Control Center to view the launch via live video feeds from the launch plane, the chase plane, and the mission control room.  The launch was successful and quite exciting, eliciting cheers from the crowd.  Through the chase plane videos we could see the launch, the first stage burn and the second stage burn.  By that time we could only see the rocket through the infrared images so we saw the third stage ignition by infrared.  We stayed long enough to hear confirmation that the satellite had deployed correctly after third stage burnout and was beginning its initialization routines and communicating successfully with mission control.  We then traveled back to the hotel to conclude our participation in the conference.  
We left Lompoc at 2:30 pm, stopped at Vandenberg Air Force Base for a short visit to allow Daniel to buy some items for his family at the base store, and arrived back at Hartnell College by 6:30 pm.  
