Among crew: En route to Challenger. From left, Mike Smith,
Christa McAulilie, Ellison Onizuka and Greg Jarvis.
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Debate rage
night before
doomed launch

.-

By Paul Hoversten,
Jatricia Edmonds
and Haya EIl Nasser
USA TODAY

There were
the two of us
that didn’t
want to fly
and we were
defeated’

Launch or scrub the mis-
sion? On the eve of space shut-
tle Challenger's liftofl, the con-
ference-call debate raged late
into the night. Tempers flared.
Each side insisted il was right.

Yet, 34 engineers and man-

agers from NASA and rocket

maker Morton Thiokol knew someone had to be wrong.
Shortly after launch on Jan. 28, 1986, Challenger was en-
gulfed in a fiery explosion that led to the deaths of six astro-
nauts and teacher-in-space Christa McAuliffe. As a shocked
world walched great billows of smoke trail over the Atlan-
lic, it was clear to those involved that launching Challenger

in 36-«legree weather was a catastrophic decision.
This is the story of the architects of that decision. It is a

Please see COVER STORY next page »
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also runs s own engineenng
company and leaches Sunday
school in the Mormon church,

something he says he never
would have dreamed of doi
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and ev-

erv aspect of ils design.

goal 1o ge1 Bying again.”
Dut soon afer shutue Bights

resumed 1n 1986, Adams

ik 50 be il but | would have moved onlo unmanned
thought there were half a doz- nmmwawm::

£n other people who'¢ be ask-

NASA's Frank Adams felt

Wenr's question led 10 a s&  the same way. As the Marshall

nes of meeungs through the al-

“I just didnt think 1 couid
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ville, Ala.
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predicied overnight

temperatures in the 20s.
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through some-

1. says Ag-
Thiokol's Bob Ebeling was so
sure that Challenger was
doomed, he asked his daugh-

ter, Leslie, then 3. 10 his ofice

were Thuinkol enpneers Roger 10 walch “a super colossal di-
When it exploded, “1 was in

ams. now 58 and retired. “And
f=ning Daths after the accident  the muddie of a prayer lor the

that risk is there. ... The odds
will snoner of later gel us.”

nng like

Bowspoiy rememoers the pre-  Lord 1o do his will and let all

iaurich dedate tus way: “When  Lhese things come 10 3 happy

'in the end, however, criucs

<y Morion Thiokol bowed to
pressure Irom NASA, gving 3
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the objections of engneers.
Two who argued ihe longest

and loudest against launch

Benspoly and Arrue Thompson.  saster” unfold on live TV
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good enough.”
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The debate over whether to By late afternoon, mudlevel NASA  delayed untl noon Or aferncon, m--uuo«-. nﬂunula.&uply_mmm
-a-ul.lut.m- managers at the Cape are on (be when the weather turns warmer. lLis  perform worse at lower tempera- poeer Bob Ebeling and others are
follows, according to the report of  phone with Thiokol managers, who decided a second comference call fures and (hal the worst leak of bat overtuled by Thiokol management
the Presidental Commission on the - point out that the booster's rubbery would be needed later that evening.  gases came in January 1983, whena  who decide (o approve the launch.
Space Shuttle Challenger Amdenl:. * O-rings, which seal in hot gases Marshall deputy project manager shumtle launched with the tempers- AL 11 pm. Kllminster tells NASA

Shortty after | pm. ET on Jan. 27, m&m by cold. Judson Lovingood tells shuttle proj  ture at 53 degrees. Thiokol managers  that Thiokol bas changed its mind
NASA's booster rocket manager in concern in oficials ecs manager Stan Reinarz af the recommend not 8ying Challenger at  Temperature s stll a concern but
Cape Canaveral Larry Wear, asks  from NASAYS Space Flight Cape that if Thiokol persiss, NASA  lemperatures colder than that the data 5 inconclusive. He recom:
offcials of == :.et maker Morion Thi-  Center in Huowwille, Ala, Whith should ol launch Top NASA man- NASA's George Hardy says be's launch.,
okol in Utah whether cold weather  buys the rockes from Thiokel and agers 2t Marshall are wold of Thic-  “appalled™ at Thiokol's recommen-  Thiokel's concerns that col¢ 3
on the 25(h would presenta problem  readies them for launch. kol's concern. dation. Larry Mulloy, Marshall's  weather could burt the booster joine
for launch, i Marshall managers decide that 2 At B{5 pm, the second confer-  boosier rocket manager, complans  anre not passed up NASA's chain ol

. By 2 pm. NASA's top managers  (hree-way telephone conference call ence call begins, invoiving 34 engl-  that Thiokol is semng down new COMMAND beyond oficials at (he
| are discussing how temperatures in  is needed, linking NASA and Thiokol neers and managers from NASAand  launch critena and exclaums, "My . Marshall A

the 30s at the launch pad mught al- engineers and managers in Ala- Thiokoi at the three sites God, Thiokol, when do you want me . is lsunched at L1:38
| fect the shumle's performance. (n  bama, Flonda and Umh Thickol engineers Boisjoly and Ar-  to launch, oext April™ am Jan 28 in & temperature of 3
. Utah, an bour later, Thiokol eng- The irst conference call begins nie Thompson present charts show- Thiokol Vice President Joe Kl degrees .
- neer Roger Boisjoly learns of the, sbout 545 pom., and Thiokel tells g 2 hustory of lealong O-ning joints  minster asks for fve minutes to ik

forecast for the Arst dme. NASA it believes lagnch should be from lesss and previous fighs in private. The debate continues for By Paul ‘Hoversen
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the 24 hours before a ¥
rmmnmaumw
is below 37° with winds at or above 5.75 mph,
or below 47° with winds below 5.75 mph, .
* Challenger was launched when the outside
Wmmu‘w below that
of any previous shuttle . :
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