
The End of an Era
This past Friday, 14 May 2010, the space 
shuttle Atlantis was launched into space for 
its 32nd, and last scheduled mission.  This  
mission marks the beginning of the end of the 
shuttle program.  After Atlantis lands, there 
will be two more flights (Discovery in 
September then Endeavor in November, 
2010).  
The shuttle design and testing phase dates 
back to the 1960’s and 1970’s.  The first  of 
the space shuttles to fly was OV-101 (orbiter 
vehicle-101).  Though it  was originally slated 
to be called Constitution (in honor of the bicentennial), a write-in 
campaign (by Trekkies) convinced NASA to name OV-101 
Enterprise. 
The Enterprise was a test vehicle and and flew atmospheric tests 
in 1977, but  it would never fly in space.  So much for the timing 
of the write-ins.  The Enterprise is now the property of the 
Smithsonian and can be seen at Dulles airport in Washington, 
D.C.
The first orbiter to fly in space was Columbia (OV-102).  The 
Columbia first  launched into space on 12 April 1981.  It  was 
manned by a two person crew:  John Young 
(Gemini and Apollo veteran) and Robert  Crippen.  
Between 1981 and 2003, the Columbia  flew 28 
times.  Its last mission (STS-107), unfortunately, 
ended with Columbia breaking apart  across the 
U.S. as it was coming in for a landing on 1 
February 2003.  All seven astronauts were killed 
sixteen minutes before landing.  
It  was determined that a piece of foam insulation 
fell off the the external tank and struck the 
underside of the left wing of the orbiter -- 
damaging the critical heat tiles that protect the 
shuttles upon reentry.
The second orbiter to fly was Challenger 
(OV-099).  Originally built  as test vehicle, it was 
later decided to make Challenger space worthy.  
Challenger’s first launch was 4 April 1983.  It 
became the work-horse of the space program.  

However, its tenth launch (STS-51L) ended 
with the Challenger blowing up on 28 
January 1986 -- 73 seconds after launch.  It 
was discovered that  a faulty “O-ring” 
allowed flame to escape the right  solid 
rocket booster (SRB) and eventually 
igniting the external tank (ET). 
Both of these tragedies forced NASA to 
stand down and evaluate what went wrong 
and determine what measures should be 
taken to prevent further tragedies.
When one considers that the space shuttle 
is the most complex machine ever built and 

that it  operates under extreme conditions, it  truly is a testament 
to the people of NASA and its contractors that  there have not 
been more tragedies like Challenger and Columbia.
The third shuttle to be launched was OV-103: Discovery.  First 
launched on 30 August  1984, it’s thirty-eighth and latest 
mission ended this past April, 2010.  Discovery was the shuttle 
that was used for the “return to flight” after both the Challenger 
and Columbia tragedies.  Discovery has flown into space more 
than any other shuttle, and her last mission is scheduled for 
September 2010.

The launch of the fourth space shuttle took place 
on 3 October 1985.  OV-104, a.k.a., Atlantis, is 
currently on it’s 32nd mission and last scheduled 
mission.  Atlantis has had a storied career during 
its service.  Atlantis was the shuttle that  launched 
Magellan (probe to Venus), Galileo (probe to 
Jupiter), and the Compton X-Ray Observatory.  It 
has flown seven times to the Russian Mir Space 
station and was the last orbiter to fly a servicing 
mission to the Hubble Space Telescope (2009).
The last  shuttle to be built  is OV-105, Endeavor.  
Built  because of the loss of the Challenger, 
Endeavor was first  launched on 7 May 1992.  It 
has flown twenty-four missions with its last 
mission scheduled for November 2010.
When Endeavor lands later this year, it  will mark 
the end of the shuttle program.  It will also mark 
the first time the U.S. has not  had a way to get to 
space since the period 1975-1981.  While we will 
still have the International Space Station, we will 
need to rely on the Russians to provide us access 

to the space station.  

What’s Up?
The International Space Station and Atlantis are “what’s up”.  
Best  viewing times are Monday, 17 May 2010 starting at 8:53 
pm towards NW reaching a peak altitude of 53° (five fists at 
arms length) above the western horizon at  8:56.  On Wednesday, 
19 May 2010, you can start looking for ISS/Atlantis at  8:07 pm 
towards WNW reaching a peak altitude of 48° above the SW 
horizon.  Safe travels to Atlantis and her crew.  
(For further information, check www.heavens-above.com)
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This notice was published by 
the Astronomy program.  Please feel free 
to send your comments or suggestions to 
Morrie Barembaum 
(barembaum_morrie@sccollege.edu) or 
Danielle Martino 
(martino_danielle@sccollege.edu).
Any opinions expressed are solely our 
responsibility and do not represent the 
opinions of the Rancho Santiago 
Community College District.
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