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Standard Disclaimer                          © 1997 Dan Zinngrabe 

All of the information contained here is derived from open literature and private sources.  

Under no circumstances will the nature of those private sources (persons) be made available to 

anyone without that source's prior consent.  I will not discuss ongoing intelligence and special 

military operations if doing so will significantly endanger lives or alter the balance of power- 

unless those activities are of an extremely illegal nature.  No one is going to lose a job, pension, or 

LIFE because of a website no matter what MSNBC or CNN would like to think.  So you won't 

hear much about 'GRASSBLADE', 'ARTI', 'GHOST', etc.  

 

Brilliant Buzzard 

The "MotherShip" or "XB-70 Aurora" 
 

"The Strategic Defense System is being designed to destroy thousands of incoming ballistic 

missiles and warheads.  This will require detecting the missiles and warheads, discriminating them 

from hundreds of thousands of decoys, precisely tracking the missiles and warheads, and then 

destroying them -- all within about 35 minutes or less and despite the enemy's concerted effort to 

defeat the system.  The Strategic Defense System is, by far, the most complex, technologically 

challenging system ever attempted.  As currently envisioned, a sophisticated communications system 

will link together hundreds -- or possibly thousands -- of computer-operated components in space and 

on the ground.  The system will consist of several subsystems (elements) which include surveillance 

satellites, space- and ground-based weapons, and ground-based subsystems to command and control 

the satellites and weapons." 

 - GAO Report, Strategic Defense System - Stable Design and Adequate 

Testing Must Precede Decision to Deploy, July 1990 

 

Birth of the Buzzard 
 

In the late 1970s, the Boeing Aerospace Corporation began studying concepts for a rocket powered 

single-stage-to-orbit vehicle using existing technology.  By 1980, this project bore the name of 

Reusable AeroSpace Vehicle and comprised a ground-based sled to accelerate the aircraft to takeoff 

speed on a conventional runway, and a delta-winged, piloted orbital vehicle. 

 

The RASV was designed to be constructed of conventional refractory metals such as titanium and 

Rene-41, with cryogenic liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen propellants contained within the "hot 
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structure" wing acting as a heat sink to cool the airframe and reduce weight (by largely eliminating 

heavy insulation materials).  Powered by 2 modified Space Shuttle Main Engines, the RASV attracted 

considerable attention from the Air Force, which invested $3 million in the project for technology 

development in the early '80s.  In December of 1982, Boeing chairman T.A. Wilson gave the RASV 

effort the go-ahead to build an $11.4 billion prototype vehicle.  As it turned out, both the USAF and 

Boeing funds allocated for RASV went to the development and redesign of the B-2 bomber (Boeing is 

the major subcontractor on the B-2, doing most of the composite materials work).  Thus, the RASV was 

killed, leaving the Air Force to the mercy of NASA's Space Shuttle and the expendable rocket fleet. 

 

At the same time, Rockwell developed and attempted to market its Star Raker concept to both 

NASA and the military.  Star Raker was to be powered by both scramjets and Space Shuttle engines.  

Star Raker was -- like the RASV -- to be accelerated to takeoff speeds by a ground-based sled system.  

Neither the civilian space agency nor the Air Force expressed much interest in the Star Raker concept. 

 

In 1983, the Air Force and Battelle Memorial Institute began the Trans-Atmospheric Vehicle 

program to develop a military rocket-based single-stage-to-orbit (SSTO) capability.  All of the major 

defense contractors participated in the TAV studies, which ran until late 1985 under the direction of the 

Air Force's Aeronautical Systems Division at Wright-Patterson AFB.  Boeing's concepts began with 

what was essentially the RASV with minor changes to the sled system. 

 

Several months into the TAV studies, Boeing changed their concept dramatically to a small shuttle-

like unmanned vehicle powered by seven Pratt & Whitney RL-10 engines and 2 small turbofans (for 

multiple landing attempts).  This shuttle was to be launched with a large external tank containing the 

supply of LH2 and LOX from the back of a converted Boeing 747 airliner.  The 747 was to be an SP 

model with a Space Shuttle Maine Engine (SSME) in the tail to provide thrust for a 50 degree climb 

angle and to assist the shuttle in launching.  This design was christened the "Air Launched Sortie 

Vehicle".  In some Pentagon circles, it was referred to as the "Interim TAV".  Rockwell, on the other 

hand, resigned their Star Raker to eliminate the costly scramjet engines and developed several concepts 

from that starting point.  One was otherwise the same as the first Star Raker (though the takeoff sled was 

now a turbojet powered ground-effect vehicle).  The other concept to be derived from Star Raker was 

remarkably similar to the ASLV.  This incarnation was to launch from the back of a converted 747 with 

a large external tank carrying the propellants. 

 

On March 23rd, 1983, President Ronald Reagan announced a revolutionary science and technology 

development program aimed at creating a system to render modern ballistic missiles useless.  

Understandably, much of this concept was envisioned to be space-based.  The popular media 

immediately dubbed it the "Star Wars" program.  The Department of Defense termed it the Strategic 

Defense Initiative (SDI).  In April of 1984, the Strategic Defense Initiative Organization was formed 

within the DoD to oversee all programs relating to missile defense and related technology development 

programs. 

 

In late 1983, the Air Force initiated the Forecast II study to develop a plan for the strategic use of 

the "high ground"- space.  The boundaries of the study were ill-defined.  And thus by the time it finished 

in 1985, it became quite large with more than 20 "cells" -- each devoted to studying a set of technologies 

or strategies relating to space of advanced military technology.  The things studied ranged from using 

the ionosphere to act as a "mirror" for over the horizon radars (yes, HAARP), to advanced propulsion 

systems and fuels, to what was then termed "the swarm option".  The Swarm Option was a tactic of 

using many small, isolated space based weapons instead of fewer, larger, and more vulnerable platforms 

with multiple weapons onboard. 
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This was later developed into the Brilliant Pebbles and Brilliant Eyes systems -- the backbone of 

the SDI program until only recently.  Among the propulsion concepts studied by the Forecast II teams 

were pulsed detonation engines (still in a very early stage of development) and something called a 

"hydrostatic ram accelerator turbine".  PDEs will be discussed in sickeningly technical detail in the 

Aurora page.  Perhaps the most significant thing to come out of Forecast II was an immediate Air Force 

requirement for an "Orbit on Demand" vehicle. 

 

The Air Force saw a future full of threats from the Soviet Union.  During the time of the Forecast II 

study, the World was quickly nearing the utter climax of the Cold War, bringing tensions between the 2 

superpowers to a record high.  The Air Force's Strategic Air Command was always preparing for "The 

Last War" -- the final battle with the Soviet Union and China which was projected to last from weeks 

to months with each side attacking the other through orders issued from underground command bunkers 

housing whatever was left of the respective military chains of command.  At the time, there were 

enough nuclear devices -- with nominal yield exceeding 200-kts -- to destroy every square mile of 

habitable land on the Earth 18 times! 
 

Since 1971, the Soviet Union had been able to threaten US satellites with their anti-satellite (ASAT) 

system based at the Baiknour Cosmodrome.  Tests with this system were conducted throughout the late 

1960s and the 1970s with kill rates on the order of 50% (there has been a major difference of opinion on 

this matter between the CIA and DIA.  Here I will use the more conservative DIA estimates (the CIA 

claims a 80% kill rate). 

 

In the early 1980s, another Soviet ASAT capability achieved a limited operational status with their 

Strategic Rocket Forces -- the ground-based laser site at Sary Shagan. Though largely a research 

facility, this system has enough power -- and more importantly an adequate tracking system -- to 

threaten US space based assets. On at least one occasion, this has already been done.  In March of 1985, 

the Sary Shagan facility "probed" a US imaging reconnaissance satellite with its laser.  This damaged 

the solar arrays and an infrared sensor's cooling unit.  Quiet complaints were filed by both sides, the 

Soviets claiming it was either a test gone awry or an accident caused by an effort to "actively" image the 

US satellite. 

 

Soon afterward, a third Soviet ASAT system came online at Puskino.  It was a directed microwave 

energy system intended to either jam or literally "fry" satellites.  In 1985, the US began testing of an 

ASAT system launched from the F-15 fighter though this system was soon dropped by Congress, 

offering the US no wartime response to the multi-tiered Soviet ASAT threat.  The Soviets also enjoyed a 

high launch rate in the 1970-1980s with over 90% of those being military flights.  The Soviet boosters 

enjoyed a high reliability rate (85%) and could be ready to launch in less than 24 hours in some cases.  

So if the US had an ASAT capability, the Soviets could easily replace any system shot down by the US 

even in wartime (assuming the Soviet launch complexes survived the first nuclear strikes).  The US on 

the other hand has no launch vehicle needing less than a month to ready for a launch.  Which in wartime 

would leave the US at a serious disadvantage. 

 

The baseline Orbit-on-Demand Vehicle requirement was a response to these and other factors.  It 

called for: 

 

1. Carriage and return of a 5000 pound, 7' diameter, 15' long payload to a 160 nautical mile polar 

orbit. 

 

2. 500 flights per vehicle. 

 

3. Land on a 10,000' runway and be capable of passing over populated areas. 
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4. 200 feet per second on-orbit delta-V maneuvering. 

 

Both Rockwell and Boeing immediately began working on concepts for orbit on demand vehicles 

under Air Force contracts (the contracts were tiny -- less than $1 million each).  Both contractors 

regurgitated earlier studies.  The Orbit-On-Demand Vehicle received some funding as a part of SDI 

through the Air Force black budget subsequent to the formation of the SDIO.  The funding levels 

correspond to advanced development work and continued until 1987.  In early 1986, the National 

Aerospace Plane program for an air-breathing single-stage-to-orbit transport was formally initiated with 

over 80% of the budgeted money going to the DoD.  In October of 1987, Boeing and Lockheed were 

inexplicably dropped from the list of NASP contractors while Rockwell stayed on. 

 

In 1986, Boeing studied a LOX/LH2 2-stage-to-orbit -vehicle under an Air Force Wright Labs 

contract.  This aircraft -- called in the study the "Beta" -- was to deliver a 50,000-pound payload to polar 

orbit using an air-breathing first stage and rocket powered 2
nd

 stage.  Few details of this study are in the 

public domain, though in 1991 the Air Force and NASA's Lewis Research Center in Cleveland, OH 

conducted a follow-up "Beta II" study for a scaled down iteration of the original vehicle.  Again, in the 

Beta II study few details of the Beta study were revealed. 

 

In 1988, Orbital Sciences Corp successfully launched its first Pegasus vehicle.  The Pegasus is an 

air-launched winged solid rocket satellite launcher- perfectly sized for launching Brilliant Pebbles 

interceptor satellites.  The first few launches were done using a modified B-52 as a launch aircraft.  

Conceivably the Air Force could buy Pegasus vehicles to launch from refurbished B-52 aircraft in 

storage at Davis-Monthan AFB and thus have the capability to launch small satellites for NRO, SDIO, 

or NSA in wartime.  Strangely, the only DoD or intelligence community agency to express interest in 

Pegasus has been DARPA, and only to use it as a research vehicle.  

 

 

Sightings 
 

In 1990, several reported sightings of a previously unknown large white or gull grey aircraft 

occurred in Nevada and the Antelope Valley of California.  This aircraft was described as being 

approximately 200 feet long and resembled the XB-70 bomber prototypes with a large delta wing, tip-

mounted rudders, and large underwing engine pods.  In 1992, Aviation Week and Jane's picked up the 

story as more sightings trickled in.  Since then there have been an unpreceded amount of sightings- from 

all over the U.S.  There were concrete consistencies between these sightings: 

 

1. Forward fuselage resembling the SR-71 with a blended chine. 

 

2. Large delta wing with rectangular underwing engines. 

 

3. Wingtip mounted vertical stabilizers. 

 

4. Dark leading edges and dark, rectangular exhausts. 

 

5. A prominent "hump" rising from the blended fuselage and centered over the large delta wing. 

 

6. Some observers saw a prominent, low aspect ratio canard mounted close to the nose, while others 

saw no canard at all. 

 

7. Some observers heard a rumbling sound at low speeds. 
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I have collected a great many sighting reports of this aircraft in the past few years- several times as 

many as any other aircraft.  What is particularly interesting is their geographical diversity as shown by 

this map. 

 
 

No "black" aircraft has ever been seen this far from the test ranges of Nevada and Southern 

California.  This aircraft has been sighted several times in Maryland, Chicago-land, and Florida.  That's 

about as far from Groom Lake as you can get. 

 

In late 1996, I heard through the stealth-watching grapevine (OK, the Skunk-Works list) that this 

aircraft had been sighted recently in Maryland which piqued my interest.  At the time, I was living not 

far from Ocean City on the Eastern Shore of Maryland.  As I looked into the sighting, I found that it was 

too far away to investigate firsthand in any practical sense. 

 

Several weeks later, a friend at Wallops Flight Test Center (not too far from Ocean City) had a 

problem with his computer at work and asked me to come over and fix it as I had done in the past.  Now 

as I went through his System folder and turned off virtual memory and reinstalled "OpenTransport", I 

casually asked if Wallops had tracked anything unusual recently.  Wallops does quite a bit of sounding 

rocket work and has range instrumentation on a par with parts of the White Sands Missile Range in New 

Mexico.  First he wanted to know why I had asked.  I told him that I had heard of a large kite being lost 

and last seen flying out to sea in the area (which was true, but it wasn't why I asked).  He told me that 

they had tracked several targets moving up-and-down the East Coast at over Mach 3.  Extending from 

Wallops to the northern portions of North Carolina are several military operating areas including 

Pautuxant River Naval Air Station -- the Navy's answer to Edwards AFB in California.  This was the 

Fall of 1996. 

 

At the same time, the southeastern US was experiencing a wave of sonic boom reports.  From 

Louisiana to northern Florida, people were hearing supersonic aircraft when such overflights of 

populated areas is strictly prohibited by the FAA and military authorities.  Initially some thought this 

was a return of the Aurora.  However, as sightings of the XB-70 like craft began to trickle in from the 

southeast, the picture began to become clearer. 

 

In November of 1996, a witness observed a an aircraft matching the "Mothership's" description take 

off from Patrick Air Force Base accompanied by an F-16B/D chase aircraft.  The large delta-winged 

craft took off on afterburner flames and carried an undiscernable dark object on top of the aft "hump 

back".  The description of the "piggy back" object was unobtainable because of the dark coloring, time 

of day (after nautical twilight), and the position of the chase aircraft in relation to the observer.  This is 
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especially interesting when the location of Patrick AFB is noted.  Patrick is just south of Kennedy Space 

Center and serves as a command post for military space operations on the East Coast.  Patrick also 

served for a time as a forward deployment base for U-2 and TR-1 aircraft monitoring Central America 

and Cuba, and still serves as a node in the Air Force's seismic sensor network. 

 

Later in 1996 and continuing into early 1997, several amateur astronomers reported witnessing some 

sort of aerial phenomenon unlike anything they had seen before.  Telescopes in Chicago and Utah 

observed bright objects not completely unlike meteors but moving in a seemingly level attitude, constant 

heading and speed, while showing no signs of breakup or ablation normally associated with meteors.  

These objects were observed on more than one occasion and were not satellites or any known reentry 

vehicle. 

 

 

Enter the Buzzard 

I began looking into the so-called "XB-70 Aurora" after the Aviation Week story in 1992 

suggesting it to be a satellite launching aircraft. I was very skeptical of this analysis- any vehicle of that 

kind would have immense logistical and development costs. I examined the aircraft and explored other 

missions it could have been designed to fulfill. A preliminary analysis of the vehicle itself reveals: 

 

1. It is optimized for high-speed flight.  The overall configuration indicates a cruise speed of Mach 

1.5 or above.  There aren't too many things you can use a large, fast aircraft for that would justify 

its cost. 

 

2. It is not a low observable aircraft.  None of the aircraft's characteristics implied an attempt to 

reduce its signature.  There is no sign of edge alignment, uses of unusual materials, faceting, etc.  

The color of the aircraft would also indicate it was not designed to overfly hostile areas -- it 

would be fairly visible in daytime and even in modest moonlight. 

 

Some of my first thoughts were that it could be a bomber.  That would not be a good idea.  A fast 

bomber didn't fit well with the current "strategic triad" that made up SIOP since the mid \-1980s.  A 

bomber of that size would most likely carry nuclear weapons and would be in violation of any number 

of arms treaties.  Developing nuclear weapons in secret is taboo.  Even when the B-2 was in 

development, its existence was public knowledge -- only the design was secret. 

 

After asking several private sources within government and industry, I heard the name "Brilliant 

Buzzard" and "Big Bird" associated with this aircraft, which raised my eyebrows.  "Brilliant" is a prefix 

indicating a Strategic Defense Initiative Organization space-based program.  "Buzzard" was apparently 

derived from the size and slightly ungainly configuration of the vehicle.  SDIO's association with this 

program led me back to investigating the 2-stage-to-orbit role in greater detail.  As I did, the pieces of 

the puzzle fell into place very quickly. 

 

 

Brilliant Buzzard Analysis 
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The first 2 things that caught my attention regarding this aircraft were the large "hump" on the aft 

dorsal surface and the canards.  Some observers had reported seeing the canard quite readily (as it 

dramatically disturbs the outline of the aircraft, if it was indeed there it would be very noticeable) while 

others had seen none at all.  If a designer determined he need a canard -- for whatever reason -- on an 

aircraft of this sort, he would try his best to minimize the drag it would create on the aircraft.  The 

canard seen on the Buzzard was a high-aspect ratio, constant chord type with no sweep -- a very high 

drag item.  This would seem to indicate that either the aircraft was actually a low-speed vehicle or that 

the canard was retractable for some reason. Since the rest of the aircraft almost screamed "SPEED!", I 

began wondering why the designers would add the weight and complexity of a retractable canard.  

Finding no answer at that point, I moved on to an examination of the "hump". 

 

Having a large "lump" in the outline of the aircraft was not something that would be high on my "to 

do" list if I were designing an aircraft.  There would be a pretty severe weight and drag penalty -- 

especially on an aircraft that would have to break the sound barrier.  Typically such protrusions indicate 

a high gain satellite antenna in some kind of aerodynamically optimized housing.  But this was 

inconsistent with the other design aspects of the Buzzard.  My analysis pointed to there being 

something in the hump much less dense than whatever filled the rest of the aircraft.  Naturally I started 

looking toward fuels and guessed that perhaps the hump contained a cryogenic fuel, while the rest of the 

aircraft structure held JP (plain old jet fuel -- i.e. JP-4, JP-8, or the SR-71's JP-7).  That didn't make 

much sense.  But at the time it fit better than anything else and I explored it further. 

 

When I connected the canards and the hump, things began to make sense.  Canards are -- for the 

most part -- only effective at low speeds.  Supersonic airliner designs typically include them as a means 

to better control the aircraft on final approach.  These airliner designs are also notable because they used 

retractable canards.  But several sightings of the Buzzard at low speed and low level did not notice 

canards.  They would probably be used for both takeoff and landing.  So that didn't make much sense. 

 

Unless, of course, the changes in stability were due to something that occurred in flight.  Then 

everything fell into place.  The second stage and liquid hydrogen tank were located at about the same 

point on the aircraft's centerline.  During flight, the liquid hydrogen would be used one way or another 

and the 2
nd 

stage would launch -- leaving much less weight on the rear of the aircraft at landing than 



 8 

takeoff, necessitating some way of keeping the nose up.  It's bad for morale to have your 200' airplane 

nose into the runway on final like a lawn dart. 

 

These studies focused on the *exact* mission the Buzzard would probably be fulfilling.  And they 

were full of background information on other TSTO studies.  The Rockwell engineers divided TSTO 

concepts into 4 categories because in most other respects the vehicles were the same.  Those categories 

were- 

 

All LH2 Fuel, LOX Carry Both the fuel and oxidant are carried from launch 

All LH2 Fuel, LOX Collect LH2 fuel is loaded at launch, but LOX is collected from the 

atmosphere as the aircraft cruises or accelerates to 2nd stage 

launch 

All Hydrocarbon (JP) Fuel, LOX Collect JP is used as fuel, LOX is collected from the atmosphere  

 

Dual-Fuel (JP&LH2) LOX Collect  

 

JP and LH2 are used in different parts of the flight 

envelope, while oxidant (LOX) is collected in flight  

 

 

None of the studies that I had seen previously had considered collecting LOX from the air during 

ascent.  Japanese spaceplane designers have been working hard at this for a number of years, though in 

the U.S. it ahs garnered little attention.  Basically the fuel is used to cool air as it passes into the inlet or 

a bypass duct, liquifying it.  The liquid oxygen is separated from liquid nitrogen, etc. in the liquid air 

(everything but the LOX would be dumped overboard or used to cool parts of the aircraft).  The liquid 

oxygen then would be used to power a rocket at some stage in the flight.  This explained several things 

about the Buzzard. 

 

Number One:  If there was a 2
nd

 stage, it would have to carry both oxidant and fuel to make it orbit.  

If it used cryogenic propellants, it would need a large external tank of some kind (like the Boeing 

ALSV).  There had been no evidence of such a tank or any way for it to integrate with the larger 1
st
 

stage aircraft.  Having to load the LOX at takeoff would also cause numerous delays and other 

problems.  Collecting the oxidant in flight made a lot of sense. 

 

Number Two:  The base at Groom Lake couldn't support an aircraft that needed liquid hydrogen or 

liquid oxygen in any kind of large quantity on a regular basis.  The roads aren't good enough to truck it 

in safely.  It's too expensive and dangerous to fly in, and you'd need to retrain most of the support people 

in safe handling of cryogenic propellants.  Besides that, there are no cryogenic storage facilities at the 

base large enough to support even a small aircraft needing a liquid methane or hydrogen fuel.  And what 

if you needed to fly it from the east coast to hit a certain launch window or orbit?  You'd need another 

Groom Lake.  The support requirements for liquid hydrogen fuelled aircraft are enormous and will be 

discussed in depth on the "Aurora" pages. 

 

Of particular interest was the work done on dual fuel vehicles -- a conclusion I had already come to.  

These studies showed that using JP for cruise turbojets and liquid hydrogen powered ramjets to 

accelerate to Mach 5-6 -- along with hydrogen-based LOX-collection -- would yield the lightest TSTO 

possible as well as being the most flexible.  Using dewar-type insulation, the studies indicate that alert-

type operations could be easily conducted with enough hydrogen loaded for the aircraft to be ready on a 

parking ramp for weeks at-a-time -- giving the system unparalleled flexibility for a satellite launcher.  

These were apparently the most detailed and promising studies.  Yet they were covered only lightly.  

This would lead one to believe that there was a related black program out there somewhere. 
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What, you want more?? 
 

The Brilliant Buzzard is a 2-stage-to-orbit vehicle using JP fuel for cruise and initial acceleration to 

2nd stage launch.  JP fuels F100 series turbines (a number of Lockheed/Pratt & Whitney Mach 5 

penetrator studies validated the F100 for high-speed cruise) mounted above a 2D ramjet fueled by liquid 

hydrogen.  As the aircraft accelerates through Mach 3-4, the turbines are shut down and liquid hydrogen 

is passed through heat exchangers mounted in the inlet and ramjet throat to collect liquid air and cool the 

ramjet. 

 

The ramjet is started with liquid or gaseous hydrogen and propels the Buzzard to staging speed most 

likely between Mach 5 and 6.  As the liquid air is collected it is separated into LOX and byproducts, the 

liquid byproducts being circulated through other parts of the aircraft like landing gear and avionics bays.  

The LOX is loaded into the rocket-powered 2
nd

 stage mounted above the liquid hydrogen tank "hump".  

The 2
nd

 stage is fuelled by onboard liquid hydrogen with the collected LOX being the oxidant.  Engines 

are most likely Pratt & Whitney RL-10 derivatives or a single SSME. 

 

Once the 2
nd

 stage is loaded with propellants, it is checked out and then launched from the back of 

the large 1
st
 stage aircraft under its own rocket power.  After launch, the 1

st
 stage vehicle descends into 

dense air and drops out of the supersonic regime, extending its canards to compensate for the dramatic 

shift forward in the aircraft's center-of-gravity. The 1
st
 stage cruise to meet up with a tanker for a full 

load of JP for the trip back home while the 2
nd

 stage continues on to orbit to deploy a satellite.  

Eventually the 2
nd

 stage de-orbits and glides back to its base, ready to be refitted and loaded back onto 

the 1
st
 stage aircraft for another sortie and both aircraft ferry to Vandenburg or Patrick AFB to load up 

with LH2 once every few weeks. 

 

The pattern of Buzzard sightings indicates the vehicle is in operational testing and there are launch 

areas both off the east and west coasts, most likely using the West Coast for polar orbit launches and the 

East for equatorial orbits.  Of course, the degree of flexibility afforded by the system could allow 

planners to use either coast for both types of orbits.  The Buzzard's fully loaded takeoff weight could be 

as little as 470,000 pounds -- light enough to use modified B-1B landing gear.  Boeing has had a long 

history of shying away from developing new landing gear and propulsion systems unless it absolute 

must.  This would be consistent … and cheap. 

 

All of this information, of course, raises more questions.  Little is known about the 2
nd

 stage vehicle.  

Based on the analysis of the 1
st
 stage, it can be inferred that it would be capable of orbiting 3000-5000 

pounds; would be roughly the size of an F-111; and would most likely be unmanned.  Having it 'manned' 

would overcomplicate things.  It would take directly from the mass that could be orbited; would 

complicate turnaround for the system; necessitate extra safety measures such as redundant systems; and 

of course you'd need some kind of "Mission Control".  The only sightings of shapes that *could* be the 

2
nd

 stage have so far been unreliable or attributed to other aircraft. 

 

Making the 2
nd

 stage unmanned does not mean that there would not be a necessary, expensive 

support infrastructure for the Buzzard.  Every few weeks, the mated aircraft (both stages) would have to 

be loaded with fresh liquid hydrogen -- most likely at Vandenburg AFB (which has a runway for the 

Shuttle located conveniently next to a cryo storage facility) or Patrick AFB (not far from Kennedy space 

Center and also the location of several Buzzard sightings).  Mating the two aircraft would also require a 

system similar to the large gantries at Palmdale and Shuttle landing sites for attaching and detaching the 

Space Shuttle to its 747 carrier aircraft.  Doing so without being seen would require either a VERY large 

hangar or hiring David Copperfield as a consultant to SDIO). Hey, they've done stranger things! 
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In the early 1990s, SDIO funded a number of efforts to reduce the cost of access to space, 

culminating in their single-stage-to-orbit rocket test program- the DC-X series of VTOL rockets.  It is 

interesting to note that Boeing's competitor for this contract was another recycled RASV.  And again 

during the competition for NASA's X-33 program, Boeing resuscitated RASV -- which by then was 

nearly a 15-year-old design.  SDIO had a vested interest in making space access (or -- as they now call it 

in MILSPEAK -- "spacelift") as cheap as possible.  The vast majority of the SDI and later GPALS 

programs depended heavily on a great many small satellites for both eyes and claws.  Reducing the cost 

per pound to orbit by even a few percent would save billions in deploying such a system. 

 

Brilliant Buzzard was most likely intended to orbit small satellites to replace, augment, or reinforce 

existing satellite systems in wartime.  Orbiting imaging or radar recon satellites would be unlikely -- 

they're just too big.  Since 1990, the number of National Security Agency signals intelligence satellites 

launched has been unusually small.  These small (500-1500 pound) spacecraft have in the past "hitched" 

rides on expendable vehicles launching other defense payloads in place of ballast.  NSA tries to lob 

these little things any chance they can get.  Yet there have been very few known to be up in the past 5 

years.  It is not unlikely that they are being orbited by Brilliant Buzzard --NSA would be particularly 

attracted to the launch on demand capabilities of the Buzzard, giving them an added element of surprise.  

This would work particularly well with the Talon Sword program to use satellites as "Wild Weasels" -- 

guiding HARMs (anti-SAM radar missiles) launched by Prowler aircraft below the radar horizon with 

direct satellite feeds from NSA SIGINT assets. 
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