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Sp ace eng ine e r’s war nings brush ed
asid e befo re Challenger ex plode d
ROGER BOISJOLY
US ROCKET ENGINEER
25 -4-1938 – 6-1 -2012

ROGER Boi sjoly, an eng ine e rwhos ewarn -
ings of cat ast rophy were ign ore don the eve
of the 1986Challenger sp ace shu ttle dis ast e r,
which kil led sev en crew members and
plunge d the US space progr am in t o cr isi s,
ha sdied age d73.

Bo isj oly wor ked at Mor ton Thiocol , the
co mpany that made shu ttle boost e rrock ets.
In his time he had wat che dseve r al success -
ful shu ttle lau nches, inclu ding Disc overy on
Ja n uar y24, 1985.

Examiming Disc overy’s discarde dboost e rs,
he was hor rifie d that seals in the rocke ts had
been bur ned throug h. Only a secon d ary seal
ha dprev ent e dDisc overy beco m ing a fireball.

By the middle of that year, Boi sjoly thoug ht

he had identifie d the fau lt, and wrote a repor t
to aler t the company and NASA.

The problem was that in col d tempera -
ture s ,the seals’ rubber stiffen ed and became
mo reli kely to fail. Morton Thiocol for med
a study group but, by Janu ary 27, 1986, as
temperature sdropped to zero on the eve of
Challenger’s blast-off, lit tle progres sha dbeen
ma de. In a pre -lau nch conferenc e, he and
fo ur other eng ine e rs dem ande d the lau nch
be postpone d.

Bu t thei r testim ony was brush ed asi de.
The nex t day, unable to wat ch, his wor rie s
se eme d unfou nde d. He had expected the
seals to fail on the lau nch pad . As Chal-
lenger cle are d the lau nch towe r, a colleague
whispered to him: "We just dodge da bul let."
Se con ds lat e r, the spacecraft exp l ode d.

Roge rMark Boi sjoly was bor n in Lowel l,
Ma s sachu setts, and studie dme chanicalengi n-

eer ing at the city’s unive rsity. He then worked
fo r aerosp ace companies in Califor nia on
proje cts inclu ding NASA’ s lu nar module and
the moon veh icle.

Af ter the Challenger disa ster, Boi sjoly ex-
perienc e din tense feeli ngs of guilt and depres -
si on not helped by the fact that many in the
busi nes she lov ed rej ect e dhim as an unw e l-
co m ewhis tle b lowe r.

Bo isj oly is sur viv ed by his wife, the for-
me rRo ber taMa lcolm , and two daug hters.
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