
A trip to the Space Center is right around the corner
Summer is the time for family

vacations. Our family usually tries
to travel somewhere close enough

that we can drive there in less than
half a day. This year, our family trip
was out of this world. And, best of all,
the drive was a short one!

Our summer quest took us to
Kennedy Space Center on Merritt
Island. The Visitor Complex is a
mixture of history, the present, and the
future. Kennedy Space Center is where
some of the most monumental of all
human explorations have begun. Just
walking onto the property fills one
with a sense of pride in what we can
and have accomplished as a species
and as a nation.

This isn't simply a place where we
honor our heroes and remember past
glories. This is a functional, working
space port where we continue to make
discoveries each and every day.

Delaware North Companies Parks &
Resorts has operated the Visitor
Complex since 1995. The complex is
completely supported by those funds
raised by paid admission into the
complex. 

There are several admission options,
with discounts for seniors, active
military and children. There is even an
annual pass for those true space buffs.
Admission includes Space Shuttle
Atlantis, Shuttle Launch Experience,
Angry Birds Space Encounter, General
Bus Tour, IMAX Theater 3-D Films,
special viewing for rocket launches,
numerous shows and exhibits,
Astronaut Encounter, where you meet
a real live astronaut, and admission
into the Astronaut Hall of Fame.

When you enter the Visitor Complex
the first building you reach is Early
Space Exploration. Here you learn
about the Mercury and Gemini
programs. There are artifacts from the
first manned space flights and the
original Mercury mission control
consoles.

It was here that we had lunch with a
real astronaut! As a child growing up
during the Space Race, I dreamed of
being an astronaut. To meet one in
person was a special thrill. Wendy
Lawrence, a veteran of four shuttle
missions, who logged over 1,200 hours
in space, was our astronaut. After a
presentation about her role in the
space program as well as her back-
ground, she answered questions and

posed for photographs with everyone
there. I cannot think of any theme
park that offers time with a true
American hero as part of the day's
activities. 

To top it all off, lunch was pretty
good as well. We enjoyed a buffet of
chicken, fish, a variety of vegetables,
starches and tasty desserts. My kids
were glad that the ice cream was not
the made-for-space variety.

The Rocket Garden features many of
the rockets used in our space program.
I was able to climb into the Gemini
and Apollo capsules to get an idea how
truly cramped it was for our space
pioneers. It may have been my
childhood dream to be in one of these,
but my current body shape is not ideal
for such a job.

We watched an IMAX 3-D film on
the International Space Station. Seeing
this incredible home in space on such
a large screen is quite impressive and
gives you a true idea just how amazing
our current space program is.

The jewel of the Visitor Complex is
Space Shuttle Atlantis. As you
approach the building you are greeted
by a Shuttle Stack, the external tank
and solid rocket boosters needed to lift
the shuttle into orbit. They stand 184-
feet tall and give you an idea of the
power needed to get a loaded space
shuttle off the ground.

Inside, you begin your adventure
learning how we came to design and
then build a reusable spacecraft. From
that point you watch a shuttle launch
and mission from inside a large room
with the video surrounding you. Then
everything fades to black and you see
her. Atlantis.

I could feel my heart in my chest as I
walked up to her. She sits there, as if
on a mission. Her payload doors open,
sitting at a 43.21° angle, you get a full
360° view of her. She takes your breath
away. I actually found myself emotion-
al as I walked around her. Realizing
that this ship went into space and
returned 33 times over her career and
that she shows just what wonders we

can do can have that effect on you. I
felt so proud at that moment.

There are over 60 interactive exhibits
and high-tech simulators that bring
Atlantis to life. You can create and run
your own mission and even experi-
ence an actual launch. I could have
spent my entire day just in this
building.

From there we were off to the bus
tour. From the air-conditioned
comfort of our bus were shown the
new 21st Century Launch Complex.
This is where the new Orion Multi-
Purpose Crew Vehicle will head into
space carrying the next generation of
explorers.

We drove past one of the massive
crawlers that NASA uses to carry
rockets and spacecraft from the
Vehicle Assembly Building to the
launch pad. Speaking of the massive
VAB, it is one of the largest structures
in volume on the planet. It stands 525
feet tall, covers eight acres of land, and
would take 240 billion ping pong balls
to fill.

We got to see the Shuttle Landing
Facility as well as the buildings where
the Orion, Dragon, CST-100 capsules
and the Dream Chaser are being
assembled and tested. We also saw the
launch pads where we left to go to the
moon and from where the shuttles
took off.

Our final stop was at the Apollo/Sat-
urn V Center. Here you walk under and
around, and even touch the largest

rocket ever flown. This launch vehicle
and capsule, that would have been
Apollo 19, overwhelms you with its
staggering 363-foot length.

The Saturn V transported 27 astro-
nauts to the moon and back, fulfilling
the dreams and imagination of a
nation and a world. To think what it
took to get this beast off the ground,
all the way to our  moon some 238,900
miles away and back, should cause
one to pause and think how smart and
wonderfully constructive we can be.

Inside this mammoth building are
many displays. You can see a lunar
lander as well as a moon buggy. There
is even a display with a piece of moon
rock that you can actually touch. Now,
that's out of this world!

When our day ended, everyone was
thrilled with what they had experi-
enced. My daughter wondered why I
was a bit emotional and I explained to
her that my day's experiences made
me very proud of my nation and us as
humans. We can do such great and
wonderful things, especially when
challenged.

I hope that I live long enough to see
us again set foot on the moon or travel
to Mars and back. Who knows, maybe
it will be one of my children that I see
step foot on Mars.

To plan your Kennedy Space Center
trip, visit the website at www.Kennedy-
SpaceCenter.com.

Contact James Stammer at stammer-
golf@yahoo.com.
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