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What led to the tragedy of the Apollo 1 fire, and what changes came after it?

The Apollo 1 fire will always be remembered as a great scar in the nation’s space program.  Three astronauts gave their lives for the race to the moon.  A fire broke out during a launch test, on January 27, 1967.  Lt. Col. Virgil I. "Gus" Grissom, USAF; Lt. Col. Edward H. White II, USAF; and Navy Lt. Roger B. Chaffee, all died as they were not able to exit their burning spacecraft.  NASA after this tragedy, made some changes to the command module and the procedure for tests after this accident.


January 27, 1967 started out as a normal day at Cape Kennedy’s Launch Complex 34 for doing a plug-out test on Spacecraft 012, for Mission AS-204.   The three astronauts aboard the spacecraft and the over a thousand people waiting on the ground had two basic objectives to accomplish.  The first was to see if the spacecraft still worked with all of the cables and Ground Support Equipment disconnected.  The second was to test the astronaut’s emergency exit procedures at the end of the test of the test.  The cabin would be pressurized with highly-explosive pure oxygen, the standard procedure.

Throughout the day there were minor problems.  One astronaut thought the cabin smelled like sour milk, and there were many communication problems, before the plugs were pulled.  [However, these are now not thought to be related to the accident.]  At 6:31:04.7 p.m. EST, the day turned bad.  “There is a fire in here.”  Looking back there were other possible sources of the fire, and indicators of when it started.   At 6:30:39 EST, a sensor reported crew movement.  At 6:30:50 EST, a cable was touched, indicating more movement.  At 6:30:54.8 EST, a power surge occurred.  Any of these could or more indicate a fire.  After the fire was reported there was a lot of crew movement inside the cabin.  During the investigation afterward, they found that the crew had started to open the hatch.  Finally, at 6:31:22.4 EST, all data transmissions were lost from the cabin.

The fire stated and spread for several reasons.  The most believed source of fire was the electrical wiring in and near the ECS or Environmental Systems Control unit.  That unit had been removed and replaced several times before, and was known to be faulty.  Once the fire started it quickly grew to a fireball in the pure oxygen environment.  The astronauts could not open the hatch because of the pressure inside.  It even tock rescuers on the ground 5 minutes to open the hatch through all of the smoke.  Also, it took 10 minutes after the fire for the firemen to arrive, and 15 minutes for doctors to come. These were just some reasons the fire started and continued to devastate the whole cabin.

This took all too long, and it could have been prevented on several fields.  First, if proper quality control issues existed on the ECS and wiring. Second, if there would be a way to release the pore sure and open the door.  Finally, the fire wouldn’t have spread so fast, if the cabin had not been filled with pure oxygen. 

NASA made several changes in response to this accident.  They started by putting less unnecessary stuff inside the cabin, especially stuff that will catch fire.  They also put in new wiring and covered the wires, so they couldn’t be easily broken or striped of their protective covering.  NASA also installed a better ECS, and had better quality control process for dealing with parts inside the spacecraft.  The agency also modified the hatch somewhat, to open easer, even under pressure.  Most importantly however, NASA changed the atmosphere in the cabin.  The gasses inside are now more earthlike with added nitrogen.  These changes however, added more then 1,400 valuable pounds to the spaceship.

After these changes, NASA made some others too.  The space agency also made some other changes on the ground.  The towers were modified to better fit emergency operations.  The communications system was also modified because of other problems not relating to the fire.  They also made 3 unmanned flights after the fire.  Very importantly, NASA paid more attention to test they made, as this fire was shown before in a full scale test mock-up.  

The Apollo fire was certainly a scar in the country’s space program.  The fire started most likely from an electrical spark, and we have never determined the exact point the fire started.  NASA has made some changes to prevent this form happing again, but we will never forget the 3 astronauts, Grissom, White, and Chaffee, who all died in this tragic fire.  
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