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Two hundred years ago, John Colter was a private in Jefferson’s Corps of Discovery. He 
endured formidable obstacles, blizzards, untracked mountains, frequently hostile natives, 
floods, soaking rains, starvation, and endless toil on his trip from St. Louis to the Oregon 
coast. Two hundred years ago this August while on the return trip, John Colter asked 
permission to leave the expedition rather than return to civilization so that he could 
continue to explore the wilderness and build a fur trapping business.  

The two captains, Lewis and Clark, both agreed to allow him to leave. Other than the one 
fatality on the outbound leg, John Colter was the only member of the Corps of Discovery 
not to complete the round trip back to St. Louis, the westernmost outpost of civilization 
in 1806. John Colter went on to endure extreme isolation, repeated dangerous encounters 
with hostile natives, dangerous animals, and always always always the implacable, 
hostile, wilderness.  

On one occasion, when he had been captured by the Blackfeet, they stripped him naked, 
gave him a 15 minute head start, and set out to hunt him down for sport. He escaped and 
traveled 300 miles with nothing to sustain him until he arrived at a wilderness outpost of 
the fur traders. During these years he discovered an area so strange that no one believed 
his stories, scoffers termed it "Colter’s Hell" and discounted his words as a tall tale. 
Today we know that area as Yellowstone National Park. After more encounters with 
hostile natives where several of his fellow fur trappers were killed, John Colter decided to 
quit the wilderness, return to the civilization of Missouri, marry, and settle down. In less 
than two years he was dead of typhoid fever, a disease caused by contaminated water. 
Typhoid is a disease of civilization, a hazard not found in the wilderness. 

In just a few days, we are planning to have a Flight Readiness Review. This is a great, 
bureaucratic meeting where all the managers bring evidence that all the work to prepare 
the shuttle for flight has been done properly, to the established specifications, or explain 
why not and whether it is still OK to fly. Or not. It is a huge affair. Frankly, it is a good 
thing to do, but everyone must remember the FRR is just an accounting to make sure that 
we have not forgotten anything. The bulk of the work to prepare for flight has been 
accomplished in the past. All we can really do is decide at the FRR is to tinker with some 
piece part, perhaps change a little thing out, or go back to the hanger for major work.  

However the FRR turns out, I am proud to be associated with the wonderful people who 
have worked so hard to make sure that the shuttle flight is as safe as we can practically 
make it. 

But remember that this business is not without risk even when we do everything 
perfectly. Nobody else has ever attempted to fly a winged vehicle at speeds above Mach 
7, and we fly to Mach 25. Nobody has ever attempted to return more than a couple 



hundred pounds of payload from orbit, and we routinely return tens of thousands of 
pounds of scientific equipment, experimental results, and more. Nobody has ever 
attempted to fly a reused spacecraft except us, and we find reuse so commonplace as to 
call it unremarkable. These are all revolutionary. The margins are small, the energies are 
extreme, and we must never forget that the risk is very real. 

At the Debris Verification Review last week, we heard a lot about probabilities. More 
numbers than I ever thought to hear. Some of it was good, some of it was scary, and all of 
it was based on assumptions, calculations that are limited in some ways, best 
understanding of how complex phenomena might occur in the real world, etc, etc., etc. 
Good stuff, but just – as they say – an engineering approximation to real life. 

I will remind you the only shuttle risk number with any basis in reality is 1 in 57 – our 
demonstrated reliability.  

Despite all our hard work, and all our efforts, you need to know that the real reliability or 
risk number – which we will finally know for sure after the last shuttle lands – will not be 
much better than 1 in 57. 

So why should we take on this risk? Why should we put our colleagues and friends at 
such risk? Why should we throw $2.5 billion of the tax payer’s money in the air at such 
risk? 

John Colter could have told you the answer.  

Great nations are involved in exploration or they cease to be great. Great risks must be 
faced in order to gain greater rewards.  

The old movie Apollo 13 was on television a while back.  

Do you really think when we launch dozens, no hundreds, of lunar missions – even with 
our best technology and improvements – we won’t face a situation like that again? Or 
that we can be as lucky as they were, always?  

STS-121 is a rather pedestrian mission. We are carrying water, food, spare parts, 
supplies, and an additional crew member to our only foothold in the new frontier. Just 
across the border from civilization we are holding on to a toehold. Just barely. Is it worth 
the risk to maintain that outpost? Is it just possible that each step is absolutely necessary 
on the road to the exploration of the universe? If we find this risk unacceptable, how will 
we ever gather our courage to explore the plains of Mars? 

I know that you have done your work carefully and well. Your managers will sign their 
name attesting to that fact. I have no concerns on that front. But that is not the real flight 
readiness review. 



Your own very real and personal flight readiness review is to determine whether or not 
the risk that we are running is worse than the risk that we would have if we stayed home. 

And be careful where you drink water. Too much civilization will kill you. 
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