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Author Note

Since the founding of Bigelow Aerospace, there has always been a degree of mystique
surrounding the company. While located in Las Vegas, a city known for flashy spectacle
and over exuberance, Bigelow Aerospace has kept a low profile. A very low profile. For
many years, people in the spaceflight industry knew Bigelow was working on something
that involved the inflatable habitat technology, but there was little publicity. Shying from
media attention, the lone-wolf visionary refused to have photos taken by or for the press,
and denied television interview requests. The shyness was interpreted by some in the
media as a sign of secrecy, and (completely unsubstantiated) claims were made that
Bigelow was associated with intelligence agencies. Given the company’s secret-squirrel
profile and given that the company founder owned the Budget Suites of America hotel
chain, it was inevitable that some media outlets suggested Bigelow was in the business of
building space hotels. The reality, as you will read in this book, is very different. One of
the challenges of writing a book about a company that maintains such a low profile is
access to information. You will notice that none of the images in this book is a Bigelow
image. Requests were made to the company asking permission to use images, as were fact-
checking requests, but no response was received, which means the book you are reading is
an independent account of Bigelow Aerospace.
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Foreword

“NASA Awards $17.8 Million for an Inflatable Addition to the ISS”

That was the headline posted in January 2013 after Bigelow Aerospace landed its first
major deal with NASA and a chance to prove that the future of human space exploration
is inflatable (the company prefers the term ‘“expandable”). Whilst SpaceX might be the
toast of the commercial spaceflight—NewSpace—industry thanks to their bold achieve-
ments and lofty goals, Elon Musk’s operation is far from the only player in the game.
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xviii  Foreword

While SpaceX is in the business of getting cargo and crew into orbit, keeping them there
is someone else’s job, and that someone happens to be Bigelow Aerospace. Unlike most
NewSpace companies that are focusing on the launch side of the equation, Bigelow is
focusing solely on the “staying up there” part. To that end, he is developing technology for
a revolutionary kind of space station that promises to deliver much larger volumes at a
fraction of the cost of traditional space station modules. NASA’s 2013 contract with
Bigelow is proof that the nascent space company is now at the point where its technology
is ready for prime time.

Bigelow Aerospace has been trying to get the world to take its expandable space habi-
tats seriously for years and, while some have regarded the Vegas-based firm’s habitats with
skepticism, NASA has always been willing to listen to Bigelow’s ideas. And now the space
agency is investing in them. NASA has awarded the private space contractor a US$17.8
million contract to develop a new addition to be berthed with the International Space
Station (ISS) in 2015. This is big news for NASA and Bigelow, who has been working for
years to create space habitats for corporate clients and government space agencies, going
so far as to propose concepts for inflatable Moon bases. The company has already launched
two orbiting prototypes—Genesis I and Genesis II—but, until the NASA deal came along,
no government or corporate entity had bought Bigelow’s technology. NASA, for its part,
is looking for inexpensive and proven ways to expand the space aboard the ISS, and a
Bigelow Expandable Activity Module (BEAM) could do exactly that.

Here for the first time, in Bigelow Aerospace, you can read how a space technology
start-up company is pioneering work on expandable space station modules. Here you will
learn how Bigelow Aerospace was founded and how it is funded in large part by the for-
tune Bigelow amassed through his ownership of Budget Suites of America. This book
explains how Bigelow originally licensed the multilayer, expandable space module tech-
nology from NASA after Congress canceled the ISS TransHab project following delays
and budget constraints. It explains how the entrepreneur continued to develop the technol-
ogy for a decade, redesigning the module’s fabric layers—including adding proprietary
extensions of Vectran shield fabric, “a double-strength variant of Kevlar’—and develop-
ing a family of uncrewed and crewed expandable spacecraft in a variety of sizes. Here, in
Bigelow Aerospace, you can read how NASA came full circle to once again consider
connecting a Bigelow expandable craft to the ISS for safety, life support, radiation shield-
ing, thermal control, and communications verification testing. Also described is Bigelow’s
unique business model that involves leasing out voluminous space stations to research
communities or corporations—in October 2010, Bigelow announced it had agreements
with six sovereign nations to utilize on-orbit facilities of its commercial space station: the
UK, The Netherlands, Australia, Singapore, Japan, and Sweden. And at the core of the
plan are the inflatable modules. In this book, you can read how these modules are actually
tougher and more durable than rigid modules, thanks to the company’s use of several lay-
ers of Vectran, a material twice as strong as Kevlar, and also because, in theory, flexible
walls are able to sustain micrometeoroid impacts better than rigid walls.

Also described is how the link between Bigelow Aerospace, NASA, and dozens of
private companies can lead to the creation of a new economy—a space economy. It
describes the wait for launch capabilities and Bigelow’s plans for a commercial space



Foreword xix

station—the Bigelow Next-Generation Commercial Space Station, a private orbital space
complex under development. Finally, Chapter 8 describes the company’s aspirations
beyond LEO and how Bigelow aims to look at ways for private ventures to contribute to
human exploration missions, some of which may include establishing bases on the Moon
and beyond.
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