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8 SPACE NEWS August 26-September 1, 1996

Down in Flames

Is NASA's single-stage-to-orbit technology demonstrator, Clipper
Graham, facing retirement? The vehicle is shown here bursting
into flames when one of four landing gears failed to deploy after a
July 31 flight test at White Sands Missile Range, N.M.

NASA officials have said the space agency cannot afford to
rebuild the 43-foot vertical-takeoff and vertical-landing reusable
launch vehicle. Its builder, McDonnell Douglas, is reviewing
whether it will put any more money into the rocket, formerly
known as DC-XA. Another option is turning to the U.S. Air Force,
where funding for the vehicle has been hotly contested.

A five-member panel investigating the incident is expected to
wrap up its analysis efforts this week and issue a final report by
the first week of October. Although the incident rendered the $50
million McDonnell Douglas-built rocket virtually unflyable, the
rocket’s four RL10A engines were not seriously damaged.
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