NASA TRANSPORTS ITS MARS CREW CAPSULE IN
THE BELLY OF A REALLY WEIRD CARGO PLANE

News / Events / Festivals

NASA's Orion capsule — the spacecraft that could one day take humans to Mars — is going on an
important flight today. Unfortunately it's not into space. Instead, the main structure of the vehicle is
being transported from the Michoud Assembly Facility in Louisiana, where the capsule was built, to
Kennedy Space Center in Florida. That's where it will live until it goes on its first uncrewed test
flight on top of NASA's next big rocket, the Space Launch System.

The Orion has a special ride to Kennedy called the Super Guppy. It's a giant transport plane NASA
uses to lug around big cargo. Shaped like, well, a guppy, the plane is able to carry loads that
weigh up to 26 tons in a cargo hold that has up to 39,000 cubic feet of usable space. NASA's
Super Guppy was originally used to transport parts needed to form the International Space Space
Station; the plane would carry the pieces to the sites they'd eventually launch from. Now, NASA
keeps it on hand to carry oversized cargo, and the Orion definitely fits the bill, measuring about 10
feet tall and 16.5 feet in diameter.
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View of the packed Orion from inside the Super Guppy cargo hold. (NASA)

To get the Orion inside the hold, the plane actually splits apart. The front nose can swing open and
away from the rest of the plane, staying connected through hinges on one side. That hinged nose
can open up to an angle of 200 degrees to allow large pieces on board. Once the cargo is loaded,
the nose is reattached for flight.

Unfortunately, this is all the flying this particular Orion will do for a couple years. Its first uncrewed
test flight on the SLS is slated for late 2018. And after that, it's a little unclear when the Orion will
fly again. NASA says it has an "aggressive" internal goal of launching the first crewed test flight in
2021, but the official date is scheduled for no later than 2023.
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