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Rocketeers show public dream capsule to space
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From the 12/18/03 Peninsula Daily News, Port Angeles, WA.

By Jeff Chew, Peninsula Daily News

PORT ANGELES — Phillip Storm and Eric Meier brought the "Rubicon" to Vern Burton Community Center Wednesday night, the space capsule and nose cone they hope will carry the "average person" to the edge of space.

The Forks-based Space Transport Corporation owners, along with their partner and longtime Forks Realtor Don Grafstrom, told many of at least 50 people milling about the spacecraft how they will launch "tourists" into space, and affordably so.

"This is a step in which were are committing ourselves to space tourism and space travel for the average person," Storm said, while onlookers pondered the white and orange steel and aluminum-plated spacecraft, with an XPrize logo near the hatch.

Space Transport’s sub-orbital vehicle was inspired by the X-Prize competition, which runs through the end of 2004, the partner said.

Storm and Meier believe the vehicle is capable of winning the U.S. competition in which a $10 million prize is given to the first company that launches one person and ballast equivalent to two other people, or 400 pounds, to the 62.5 mile mark. The spacecraft must safely floats back to Earth 
by parachute and be mostly reusable for another flight.

Already, Storm and Meier are talking to a former Marine pilot, who like other potential commercial astronauts, "want to make sure it’s safe before they go."

The spacecraft is named for the Rubicon River in Italy, which Julius Caesar dared to cross with an army, showing his commitment to do things differently, Meier explained.

"We feel like we’re in a situation where we’re sort of crossing a bridge where we can change tradition," he said.

That tradition is the slow-moving, noncommercial National Aeronautics and Space Administration, or NASA.

The partners hope to ultimately charge $20,000 each to space "tourists" to begin with, but Meier said he believed people would eventually pay up to $150,000 to soar into space.

The astronauts would hang in crouched positions from harnesses, experiencing extreme G-force when two rockets fire in three stages, propelling it skyward.

The 11-foot-long spacecraft, propelled by seven 12-foot-long rocket engines, could be launched in two months from a West End site and "splash down" off the Olympic Coast, said Storm, "but that is the aggressive schedule."

The X Prize runs out at the end of 2004.

The first flight is a demonstration, and will only hold three dummies at 200 pounds each.

The two aerospace engineers have already successfully launched a 10-foot by four-inch test rocket to 48 miles and soon hope to launch another into space at 62.5 miles in January.

Grafstrom, a Forks Chamber of Commerce board member, said he was impressed not only by Storm and Meier’s commitment to redefining spaceflight, but also to the town of Forks.

Space Transport is based in the former Forks Forestry Training Center in Forks Industrial Park.

"I was overjoyed that they chose Forks and recognized our pioneering spirit," Grafstrom said, adding that the Strong and Meier work long hours. 

The exhibit, which was timed to coincide with the Wright Brothers’ first flight 100 years ago, attracted Jeff Well, owner and pilot for Port Angeles-based Rite Brothers charter airlines.

"Hey, I’m rooting for these guys," said Well. "I love this. I’d like to go into space."

Port Angeles resident Biff Davidson, a former Marine who guarded John Glenn’s space capsule when it was exhibited in Seattle in the early 1960s, said, "This is every bit as exciting."

"This is better than Evel Knievel over Hell’s Canyon," Davidson said of the retired 
motorcycle stuntman who flew a rocket-like motorcycle over the Snake River in Idaho.

 

Space flights in their sights
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From the 08/13/03 Peninsula Daily News, Port Angeles, WA.

Rocketeers plan to launch people from the Peninsula
By Jeff Chew, Peninsula Daily News
Copyright 2003 Peninsula Daily News

FORKS _
FORKS — In hot pursuit of a coveted $10 million prize, two commercial aerospace engineers are working overtime in a Forks Industrial Park warehouse to forge their way toward space technology that could one day blast tourists into space.

Space Transport Corp. President Philip Storm and Vice President Eric Meier are perfecting their second three-stage rocket, which they hope to launch Thursday, weather permitting, from a site near Forks.

The partners are welding the frame to a space capsule — or "suborbital tourism vehicle" — that is ultimately intended to carry three astronauts to the heavens and back to Earth. [see photos at end of article]

The company’s spacecraft will initially carry only one astronaut and two ballast "dummies" for test launches in competition for the $10 million "X Prize," said Meier.

The X Prize is the aerospace industry’s primary forum for developing private entrepreneurial ventures. 

Entrepreneurial spirit

Winner of the competition must be the first team to privately build and fly a manned spacecraft capable of carrying three people to a 62.5-mile altitude twice in a two-week period. 

The vehicle also has to be 90 percent reusable in the designated time period.

Besides X Prize participants, there are several other companies and entrepreneurs attempting to develop vehicles to serve the suborbital space travel market. 

Space Transport’s six-foot-long, 38-inch diameter space capsule is designed to blast three astronauts into space, travel in it briefly and then fall back to Earth with a parachute landing somewhere in the Olympic Coast National Marine Sanctuary.

"This is no space shuttle," Meier said firmly on Sunday.

To go on display

Storm and Meier plan to put the suborbital tourism vehicle on public display in mid-December at times and places to be later announced in Forks and Port Angeles.

While most public attention on space tourism has focused on orbital flights, space-vehicle developers such as Storm and Meier believe that suborbital space tourism has great promise. 

Space Adventures, a space tourism agency, claims to have more than 100 reservations for 15-minute suborbital flights at a price of $98,000 each, according to a review of congressional testimony on the burgeoning commercial aerospace industry. 

The projected price of a suborbital flight is a fraction of a ticket to orbital travel, and puts space tourism within the financial reach of a much larger audience. 

No such space vehicles now serve the suborbital space tourism market, but Storm and Meier are among a number of spacecraft designers with vehicles under development. 

Private space travel won’t be too comfortable to begin with, Meier explained. 

He is now welding the frame to the space capsule that for three astronauts will be about six feet long and 38 inches in diameter.

"They’ll be in a crouched position. It’s a tight fit for three, but we are shooting for simplicity here," Meier said of the 15-minute experience. 

"There is not much room to move; just enough to get in and out.

"We hope that some people will appreciate the simplicity of it. We are trying to win $10 million, not get too sophisticated."

Astronaut wanted

Storm and Meier plan to recruit an astronaut to fly their test spacecraft, which will include two other test dummies for ballast.

"For the X Prize, it’ll probably be somebody we know. We have one person in mind, a trained pilot," said Meier. 

"We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. We would just put out an announcement for an astronaut, and that person would probably get part of the prize to go up. I think a lot of military guys would be interested."

Storm and Meier plan to display the finished, steel-covered capsule that will weigh about 200 pounds empty.

Besides rocket engines, the capsule will be have a five-foot-long nose cone with room enough for a fuel tank, the capsule’s "attitude control system" that maneuvers and keeps the space vehicle on course, a small payload, some electronic equipment and a parachute.

Credibility in the contest

Meier said the initial rocket launches into space are primarily intended to win credibility for Space Transport Corp. Winning the X Prize will likely boost investor interest, he said.

"For our first launch, what we’re planning is a demo vehicle. It will be unmanned, but we think that will mean a lot," Meier said. 

"Once we win the X Prize, investors will come forward."

The aerospace duo successfully launched a three-stage rocket more than two weeks ago near Lake Wentworth.

The rocket landed 40 miles out in the Pacific Ocean after reaching a 48-mile altitude.

The rocket under construction is capable of transporting a one-kilogram payload 62.5 miles high in an arched, or "suborbital," trajectory, breaking through the glass ceiling of space. The payload is designed to return to Earth.

Their first payload, Meier said Sunday, will be a video camera that from inside the nose cone will document the vehicle’s brief voyage. 

The 10-foot, four-inch diameter, 70-pound rocket powered by solid rocket propellant will ultimately be designed to economically carry small payloads such as weather-sensing equipment, science experiments, even military surveillance systems.

This rocket is powered by three solid propellant rocket motors that are staged to facilitate the high-altitude flight.

If the propellant of the three motors was burned at once, the resulting speed would be fantastic, but the energy would rapidly be wasted in drag. 

The length of each rocket motor is about 32 inches and the payload/nose cone length is about 18 inches. The overall rocket length is about 10 feet, rocket diameter is four inches, and overall weight is about 70 pounds.

Said Storm in an e-mail message to the Clallam County Economic Development Council late last week: 

"We are making modifications to our three-stage rocket to accommodate a digital video camera to record views from space. We will outclass all other X-prize teams and show our capability to launch payloads into space. 

"A third of the United States should be visible from this altitude. We hope to launch (weather permitting) and recover the payload sometime late next week. No guarantees on its success (ocean recovery of the payload), but we will continue to launch until we succeed
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Phillip Storm, president of Forks-based Space Transport Corp., left, and Eric Meier, vice president, show their Rubicon space capsule during a public display on Wednesday in Port Angeles.
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