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W H A T 
Blue Or ig in , the o ther 

s p a c e - o b s e s s e d 

bil l ionaire's rocke t 

company, isn't thatfar 

behind SpaceX 

A B O U T 
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• On July 18, outside the West Texas 
t o w n of Van H o r n , hundreds of Blue 
Origin employees a n d their families 
a n d fr iends gathered to w a t c h the 
New Shepard rocket blast off toward 
the edge o f space. The rocket per­
formed the k i n d of feat that was once 
the province of sci-fi stories and dis­
carded NASA white papers. I t took off 
vertically like a conventional rocket, 
rose 66 miles above Earth to jett ison 
a parachute-equipped crew capsule 
carrying a test dummy, then returned 
to the same tract o f land and grace­
f u l l y l a n d e d u p r i g h t , drag brakes 
deployed, retro booster flaming. The 
capsule touched down nearby, raising 
a c loud o f dust. Thousands watched 
this precise interplay o f physics and 
chemistry online, and for those listen­
ing closely, 39 minutes and 15 seconds 
into the broadcast, a familiar, staccato 
laugh could be heard emanating from 
the c o n t r o l r o o m : I t sounded as i f 
Blue Origin's founder, Jeff Bezos, was 
having a very good day. 

He's b e e n h a v i n g a l o t o f those 
la te ly . W i t h a f o r t u n e o f a b o u t 
$150 b i l l i o n , a c c o r d i n g t o t h e 
B l o o m b e r g Bi l l ionaires I n d e x , he's 
the wealthiest person i n the w o r l d . 
By a l o t . He's w o r t h a p p r o x i m a t e l y 
one B i l l Gates a n d t w o a n d a h a l f 
E lon Musks. One o f his o t h e r com­
panies, A m a z o n . c o m I n c . , is n o w 
t h e w o r l d ' s s e c o n d - m o s t v a l u ­
able c o r p o r a t i o n a n d has t u r n e d 
an o t h e r w i s e d r e a r y s u m m e r day 
i n re ta i l i n t o Pr ime Day, one o f the 
busiest shopping events o f the year. 
President T r u m p is attacking Bezos 
aga in o n T w i t t e r f o r , as T r u m p 
tweets i t , using the Washington Post 
as a l o b b y i n g a r m ; cities are court­
ing h i m to secure Amazon's second 
h e a d q u a r t e r s ; a n d investors have 
b i d its stock u p almost 150 percent 
over the past t w o years. 

Yet guiding Blue Origin LLC "is the 
most i m p o r t a n t w o r k I ' m doing. It's 
crucial ," Bezos t o l d an audience i n 
May at the National Space Society's 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Space D e v e l o p m e n t 
Conference. He founded the rocket 
company 18 years ago in an old ware­
house s o u t h o f Seattle, o r i g i n a l l y 
stocking i t w i t h t inkerers a n d sci­
ence f ict ion authors w h o could help 
reimagine space travel. Now the com­
pany, k n o w n i n the space business as 
Blue, employs more t h a n 1,500 soft­
ware engineers and rocket scientists, 
most o f t h e m at its headquarters 
i n Kent, Wash., and the West Texas 
launch site. I t plans to launch New 
Shepard w i t h test pilots o n board as 
soon as this year, and i n 2019 i t w i l l 
sell tickets to brave tourists who want 
to sit atop a tank of combustible l iquid 
hydrogen and oxygen to experience 
four minutes of sublime weightless­
ness i n suborbital space. The ticket 
price has yet to be revealed. But un­
like other space startups that have 
to make the numbers w o r k , Bezos 
largely funds the company h i m s e l f 
b y selling $1 b i l l i o n i n Amazon stock 
every year. 
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Blue Orig in 's e v e n t u a l goal is 
"mi l l ions of people l iv ing and work­
i n g i n space," Bezos has said. He 
plans t o get t h e r e "step b y step, 
f e r o c i o u s l y , " a c c o r d i n g t o B l u e 
Origin's motto ("gradatimferociter"), 
w h i c h adorns its coat o f arms. New 
Shepard is the first step. The rocket 
is t a l l , t h i c k , a n d c o n e - t i p p e d - i t s 
shape strenuously suggests off-color 
m e t a p h o r s t h a t shal l n o t be de­
p loyed here. The crew capsule has 
a half-dozen large w i n d o w s , so its 
astronaut-tourists w i l l have a fantas­
tic v iew o f the gentle curvature o f 
E a r t h . Unlike passengers o n V i r g i n 
Galactic's SpaceShipTwo, w h i c h w i l l 
be dropped f r o m an airplane before 
its rockets send i t soaring u p w a r d , 
Blue's astronauts w i l l e n d u r e t h e 
same blastoff and parachute landing 
experienced b y space pioneers like 
the vessel's namesake, Alan Shepard. 

Bezos' plans get more ambit ious 
f r o m t h e r e . A n o t h e r Blue O r i g i n 
rocket , New Glenn, w i l l take astro­
nauts a n d c o m m e r c i a l payloads 
such as t e l e c o m m u n i c a t i o n s satel­
lites to low Earth orbi t and beyond, 
w i t h tests starting i n 2020. Bezos has 
also h i n t e d at a future design called 
New A r m s t r o n g , w h i c h presumably 
w i l l voyage to the m o o n . Bezos says 
l u n a r villages can be set u p there 
to m i n e water ice and other depos­
its that can be used to manufacture 
rocket fue l , fac i l i ta t ing t ravel else­
w h e r e i n the solar system. Those 
b i g rockets w i l l e v e n t u a l l y c o m ­
pete w i t h par t ia l ly reusable launch 
vehicles such as the Falcon Heavy 
a n d f o r t h c o m i n g BFR, b o t h made 
b y SpaceX, w h i c h is o w n e d b y that 
other high-profi le spacefaring tech 
bi l l ionaire , Elon Musk. 

On the surface, Bezos a n d Musk 
have plenty i n c o m m o n , inc luding a 

steadfast bel ief that reusing rockets 
can d r a m a t i c a l l y b r i n g d o w n the 
cost o f g e t t i n g t o space. B e y o n d 
that, though, their styles and visions 
dramatically diverge. Bezos has said 
r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e a b o u t Blue O r i g i n 
outside the occasional speech a n d 
company p r o m o t i o n a l video. Musk 
has a lmost s ingle-handedly p r i e d 
open the space business to new en­
trants b y n o i s i l y suing the federal 
government over its exclusive con­
tracts w i t h Boeing Co. and Lockheed 
M a r t i n Corp. , d r i v i n g a space cap­
sule around Washington o n the back 
o f a f latbed t r u c k to get Congress's 
attent ion. Unlike Blue Origin, w h i c h 
to date has been something of a per­
sonal passion p r o j e c t , SpaceX has 
been f u n d e d b y revenue f r o m pay­
i n g customers, i n c l u d i n g NASA, the 
U.S. A ir Force, and commercia l sat­
ellite companies. 

Even so, Bezos looms so large i n 
space circles, insiders joke that one 
day, w i t h m u c h fanfare a n d m e d i a 
attention, Musk and his crew w i l l set 
off o n w h a t t h e y believe is the first 
m a n n e d e x p e d i t i o n to Mars. U p o n 
l a n d i n g , t h e y ' l l be greeted t h e r e 
b y Bezos a n d his crew, who've qui­
e t l y been l i v i n g t h e r e for m o n t h s . 
But that belies another stark differ­
ence i n t h e i r phi losophies . SpaceX 
defenders w i l l p o i n t o u t that Blue 
Origin's rockets have yet to reach 
o r b i t , a milestone SpaceX passed a 
f u l l decade ago. A n d Musk has his 
eyes o n d i s t a n t planets i n a w a y 
that Bezos doesn't. By the t ime Blue 
Origin sends a rocket to Mars, i t may 
wel l be called New Musk. 

But i t ' s n o t even clear Bezos 
w a n t s t o go t h e r e . As a c h i l d , he 
d e v o u r e d sci-fi books at the l o c a l 
l i b r a r y o u t s i d e his g r a n d f a t h e r ' s 
ranch i n South Texas and eventually 

discovered the writ ings o f Gerard K. 
O ' N e i l l , w h o s p u n vis ions o f peo­
p l e l i v i n g a n d w o r k i n g i n space 
habitats . Bezos later gave the vale­
d i c t o r i a n speech at his Miami-Dade 
high school on the topic , describing 
a f u t u r e i n w h i c h p o l l u t i n g heavy 
i n d u s t r y is m o v e d i n t o o r b i t , to be 
powered 24/7 by solar power, whi le 
Earth is rezoned into something re­
s e m b l i n g a g iant n a t u r e preserve. 
T h i r t y years later, he's s t i l l remark­
ably consistent, capt ioning a recent 
Instagram photograph o f the Perito 
Morena Glacier i n Patagonia: "We've 
sent robot ic probes t o every planet 
i n this solar system. Earth is BY FAR 
the best one. We go to space to save 
the earth." 

Compared w i t h Amazon, famous 
for moving fast and pioneering new 
i n d u s t r i e s , Blue O r i g i n seems u n -
Bezos-like. "Blue O r i g i n has been 
v e r y m e t h o d i c a l a n d a l i t t l e m o r e 
cautious a n d p a t i e n t t h a n others ," 
says Marco Caceres, a senior space 
analyst at t h e Teal G r o u p . " T h e i r 
p r i m a r y t h i n g is to d o i t r i g h t a n d 
avoid any failures." 

But w h i l e Blue O r i g i n proceeds 
c a r e f u l l y - t h e r e c e n t test o f N e w 
Shepard was its ninth-Bezos speaks 
w i t h urgency about h u m a n i t y r u n ­
n i n g o u t o f resources a n d h i t t i n g 
the l imi ts o f g r o w t h . As he t o l d the 
Nat ional Space Society g a t h e r i n g , 
o p e n i n g u p space for b o t h heavy 
m a n u f a c t u r i n g a n d e x p l o r a t i o n is 
essential. "You m i g h t n o t need i t , 
actually," he said. "You might be fine. 
You're going to live out y o u r life o n 
this Earth , and i t is going to sustain 
you, and you're not going to have to 
do w e i r d things. That w o n ' t be t r u e 
of your grandchildren or their grand­
children." © — W i t h Karen Weiseand 
Spencer Soper 

Billionaires in the space industry 

• Net worth when starting space ventures (Musk's SpaceX, Bezos' Blue Origin, Branson's Virgin Galactic, Allen's Mojave Aerospace Ventures) 

• Net worth as of July 24 

Elon Musk 

Jeff Bezos 

Richard Branson 

Paul Allen 

$150m $21.4b 

$4.5b $151.1b 

$5.6b 

$12.9b 

$5.7b 

$26.2b 


