To be really weightless for once, this is the dream of four students of Offenburg. To realize this dream, the four take part in a competition to win a so-called parabolic flight. Wolfgang 

Hörter knows Details:

Wolfgang Hörter: Zero-G is the e-mail-address of Tanja Lehmann, zero gravitational 

                              acceleration, that means zero gravity. Tanja Lehmann is dreaming of 

                              experiencing this state, to just float, since she was a child:

Tanja:                    I collect everything about weightlessness and what has to do with it, for 

                              example experiences from astronauts or about medical effects and about 

                              life in space. 

Wolfgang Hörter: Tanja Lehmann studies at the Fachhochschule in Offenburg and has now 

                              with three fellow students taken part in a competition of the European 

                              Space Agency ESA to be weightless for once, in a parabolic flight. For this 

                              flight a normal Airbus is used in which there are no seats, instead it is  

                              padded all around that no one can hurt himself in weightlessness. The pilot 

                              flies in a wavelike motion steep upwards in an angle of 45° und then steep 

                              downwards, in the flight path of a thrown stone. In the up- and downward 

                              movement you are weightless for 20 to 20 seconds. Here too everyone can 

                              experience this feeling, Professor Dirk Jansen from Offenburg says:

Prof. Jansen:         The best occasion to experience something like this personally for a few 

                              seconds is on a big roller coaster, because there you go through a parabola-

                              like movement. This naturally must be coordinated with the own speed, 

                              that means the relation of speed and movement must match the one of a 

                              stone you throw. 

Wolfgang Hörter: The professor supports the four students with their project, because in this 

                              competition they have to describe an experiment which they want to do in 

                              zero-g. Therefore the four students from Offenburg are taking care of a 

                              problem of the astronauts, that is about fixation on board. When the 

                              astronauts want to work in zero gravity without flying off right away, they 

                              need to use footloops: 

Tanja:                    They are fixed in front of the work consoles, the astronauts slip into them 

                              with their feet, but you are fixed to the position of the footloops and you 

                              can’t say, now I go half a metre to the right or to the left.

Wolfgang Hörter: And there the idea of the students steps in, surprisingly simple, but maybe 

                              brilliant: With magnets or a magnetic foil under the feet they could fix 

                              themselves on a metal plate, first the students though of suction cups, but 

                              this probably wouldn’t have worked: 

Tanja:                    There you would have needed a big machine for creating the vacuum and 

                              taking it back off, because, when I put suction cups underneath my shoes 

                              and stand on the floor with that, I need very much force to loosen them 

                              again, and that would be very awkward if a small force is enough to propel 

                              me across the room. 

Wolfgang Hörter: That’s why there is now the idea with the magnetic foil underneath the sole,

                              with that an astronaut could with slight movements loosen the foot from 

                              the metal and take it off. Professor Horst Dahlmann supports the four 

                              students, too: 

Prof. Dahlmann:   We didn’t do any calculations yet, but we have in mind that we can do 

                              tests, maybe in a pool, where gravity is eliminated by the buoyancy, and 

                              that maybe we could do walking experiments on the floor of the pool, and 

                              to make the dimensioning of the magnets then. 

Wolfgang Hörter: Also it needs to be clarified which magnetic forces are allowed on board in 

                              space without disturbing the sensible instruments. In the nowadays bigger 

                              space stations this might again be more possible than in the former very 

                              small capsules.

                              But for the students first the subject is to try out the experiment in a 

                              parabolic flight, where too the chinese guest student Qingshi Xiao is                      

                              looking forward to: 

Qingshi:                At zero gravity it is a completely different environment, you can try 

                              completely new things. For me this is a challenge.

Wolfgang Hörter: By the way, the students have won the first round of the competition and in 

                              the middle of April they get to know if they are among the finalists and will 

                              fly, or better, float. 

After winning the competition, an announcement was made in the radio channel SWR 4, where this interview had been broadcasted, that the students are among the finalists and are chosen to take part in the student parabolic flight campaign 2002.

