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Your ticket to the stars. BY MICHAEL BEHAR

LAUNCH 
A SPACELINE

How To

F YOU’RE THE FOUNDER OF THE WORLD’S PREMIER 
commercial spaceline, finding a CEO with firsthand experi-
ence isn’t possible. So when Richard Branson began hunt-
ing for an executive to lead Virgin Galactic, he searched for a 

candidate who had not only dabbled in all realms of spaceflight, but 
also one whose imagination was as boundless as his own. Luckily, 
Branson met George Whitesides. When Whitesides, 39, joined Vir-
gin Galactic in May 2010 as president and CEO, he had already served 
two years as chief of staff at NASA. His duties spanned the agency’s 
150-plus ongoing missions – from probes to far-flung galaxies to 

satellites that survey our changing 
climate. Before NASA, Whitesides  
directed the National Space Soci-
ety, a grassroots advocacy group 
that champions efforts to colonize other planets. He’s done stints at 
two space-tourism firms – Zero Gravity and Blastoff Corporation – 
and was an advisor to the FAA. From his multifaceted career, White-
sides says he’s learned, above all, that spaceflight requires unrelenting 
perseverance: “You have to go into it with commitment and stick to 
it.” Think you have the right stuff? Here are the next five steps.

Virgin Galactic’s mother ship, 
WhiteKnightTwo, carries Space-

ShipTwo in the Mojave Desert.
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STEP ONE
GET THE 

BIG BUCKS

Once you’ve got a vi-
able business plan that 
explains precisely how 
you intend to ferry 
tourists into space – 
and make a profit do-
ing so – you’re ready to 

pitch investors. For seed money, aim for at 
least $100 million. That’s the amount Bran-
son initially spent to get Virgin Galactic up 
and running in 2004. But remember, this 
was after Microsoft cofounder Paul Allen 
had already ponied up millions to finance 
SpaceShipOne. The proof-of-concept pro-
totype led to Virgin Galactic’s SpaceShip- 
Two – the six-passenger spacecraft that 
looks set to take its first test flight to space 
this year. More recently, Aabar Investments, 
a private equity firm, kicked in another 
$390 million. Plus, more than 620 passen-
gers have made deposits to secure their seat 
aboard SpaceShipTwo, amounting to another 
$120 million for Virgin. Account for cost 
overruns and technical hiccups, and $1 bil-
lion in the bank should be enough to get you 
to the launchpad. Whitesides says, “We’ve 
been very lucky with financing, which next 
to safety is the single most important factor 
for any space project.” 

STEP TWO
 CHOOSE 

YOUR VEHICLE 
WISELY

To reuse or not to 
reuse? That was 
the question Bran-
son pondered in 
1999 when he be-
gan brainstorming 
ways to take civil-
ians into space and 

back safely. Reusable vehicles, like the space 
shuttle, were notoriously expensive to op-
erate and required long turnaround times 
to get them flying again. “The shuttle was 
incredible,” contends Whitesides. “But it 
was more rebuildable than reusable.” An 
expendable capsule that gets shot into orbit 
on the end of a rocket is a cheaper option. 
But capsules, though proven, are cramped – 
passengers won’t have much room to frolic 
in zero gravity – and the free-fall plummet 
back home is harrowing. Because gravi-
tational forces on reentry can exceed ten 
times those on Earth, capsules require spe-
cial training. The solution: Design your own 
rocket plane. SpaceShipTwo is spacious, has 
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Facts You May Not Know About Medjet:
 Medjet benefi ts you should consider.

While your travel insurance and platinum card programs have important 
benefi ts, there may be medical transport restrictions that could leave you 
wishing you had additional protection. Medjet closes this gap, virtually 
anywhere in the world.

For more information or to enroll, contact your preferred Virtuoso travel advisor.

THREE: No Preexisting                                          
Condition Exclusion                                                                                        
There are no medical questions 
for any person under the age of 75.

FOUR: Short-Term Options                                            
If you plan to keep close to 
home this year, or only taking 
a week-long vacation, consider 
Medjet’s short-term membership 
options starting at $99. 

5 Facts You May Not Know About Medjet:Facts You May Not Know About Medjet:
M

Facts You May Not Know About Medjet:Facts You May Not Know About Medjet:
M555555555

ONE: 60% of Medjet Transports are Domestic                                                       
Many tend to think of Medjet as protection for international travelers 
but as a member, you are protected when traveling 150 miles or more 
from home.

FIVE: Grandkids are Members                                       
Medjet members can add as many 
as fi ve grandchildren up to age 19 
to their membership for $75   
per grandchild.

TWO: You Pay Nothing              
Additional for Your Transport                      
Medjet members only pay their    
membership fee. They have no                                                  
out-of-pocket costs for the            
medical transport.
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wings that feather for gentle reentries, and 
is outfitted with a hybrid engine that can 
be speedily serviced and refueled. “With 
SpaceShipTwo, we’re engineering maximum 
reusability,” explains Whitesides. 

STEP 
THREE
DO THE 
SAFETY 
DANCE

The space shuttle 
and its precursors – 
the Apollo, Mercury, 
Gemini, and X-15 ve-
hicles – were funda-
mentally experimental 
and, therefore, dan-

gerous to fly. Put simply, career astronauts 
accept that their work is inherently risky. 
A commercial spaceliner carrying pay-
ing civilian passengers is a wholly differ-
ent beast. “We’re putting our family and 
friends on board,” says Whitesides. “I’m 
going to fly on it, and my wife is going to 
fly on it. So safety is paramount. And as a  
newer company, it’s even more important 
that we get it right.” Start by assembling a 
team of safety specialists with diverse ex-
pertise recruited from established aerospace 

George Whitesides at Spaceport 
America in 2010. Turn the page  
to see it today.
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Galactic now must satisfy for its license and 
permits from the FAA and the U.S. State  
Department, which polices spaceflights  
under the International Traffic in Arms 
Regulations. “I could drone on about regu-
lation for hours,” admits Whitesides. 

Another hint: Find a location to fly where 
few people live. Virgin Galactic operates 
from New Mexico’s Spaceport America, 
situated in a hardscrabble desert adjacent 
to the 3,200-square-mile White Sands Mis-
sile Range. “It certainly makes [regulations] 
easier being in a relatively remote place fly-
ing a fair distance from populated areas,” 
says Whitesides.

STEP FIVE
IT’S ROCKET 

SCIENCE, 
AFTER ALL

“In some respects, 
space develop-
ment is a lot less 
advanced than 
people think,” 
surmises White-
sides. “You go to 
the movies and 

see space all over the place – huge antigrav-
ity rocket ships – but that stuff doesn’t really 

firms, such as Scaled Composites and its 
offshoot The Spaceship Company, which is 
building Virgin Galactic’s fleet. “We know 
we have to create a vehicle that’s safer than 
any other in history, because we won’t have 
a business if we don’t.” Creating a space-
line is unprecedented, but don’t ignore 
precedent, advises Whitesides: “Decades 
of aerospace-safety lessons at NASA can 
teach you a lot of good stuff.”

STEP FOUR
BECOME A 

REGULATORY 
NINJA

Going where no 
one has gone be-
fore means trail-
blazing a regulato-
ry jungle that even 
the gatekeepers 
themselves don’t 
fully comprehend. 

So do what Whitesides did and become one 
of them. He joined the FAA’s Commercial 
Space Transportation Advisory Commit-
tee and served as chairman of the Reus-
able Launch Vehicle Development working 
group. Whitesides gained a masterful 
knowledge of the requirements that Virgin  

“We’re doing something historic – 
moving humanity to the stars. It’s worth 

doing, but this is a challenging business.”
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©2013 Avis Rent A Car System, LLC 100185-01

Available at select locations in the U.S. and Canada.

You know what you want. 
With Avis Preferred®, just 
tell us once. Save your rental 
preferences, get the car of 
your choice and drive off — 
with no lines or paperwork.

To enroll, contact your 
Virtuoso travel advisor.

SMOOTH  
ROAD  
AHEAD
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exist. Basically, we’re still using technolo-
gies invented 50 years ago.” Virgin Galac-
tic intends to change that. But in doing so, 
it has set a high bar. When Branson formed 
the company nine years ago, he assured 
the world that flights would commence in 
2008. Delays – nearly all related to techni-
cal and safety issues – resulted in inevitable 
setbacks. With SpaceShipTwo now in its fi-
nal test-flight phase, the latest timetable 
sets passenger liftoff for 2014. The holdups 
haven’t surprised Whitesides. “To be hon-
est, I foresaw most of what we’ve had to 
handle,” he says. “Any aerospace venture 
is hard and always takes more money and 
time than you think it will.” The trick is to 
stay focused and “keep an eye on the big 
picture. We’re doing something historic – 
moving humanity to the stars. It’s worth 
doing, but this is a challenging business.”  
Your very own spaceline is within reach. 
Just don’t forget that first step. Virtuoso’s 
accredited space agents are the exclusive North 
American travel advisors for Virgin Galactic 
f lights; from $250,000.

Virgin Galactic’s Spaceport America 
terminal. Opposite (clockwise from top 
left): SpaceShipTwo’s flight profile.
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Explore ASIA onboard LE SOLÉAL

December 22, 2013 – January 4, 2014
Bali (Indonesia) – Bali (Indonesia) 12 nights
All-inclusive fares from $7,495 per person*

February 8 – 19, 2014**
Singapore (Singapore) – Singapore (Singapore) 11 nights
All-inclusive fares from $5,930 per person*

February 19 – March 1, 2014**
Hong Kong (PRC) – Ho Chi Minh (Vietnam) 10 nights
All-inclusive fares from $5,143 per person*

March 1 – 14, 2014**Ŧ
Ho Chi Minh (Vietnam) – Port Kelang (Malaysia) 13 nights
All-inclusive fares from $6,391 per person*

Contact your Virtuoso Travel Advisor for more details
*All-inclusive prices shown is per person based on double occupancy and includes port & safety 
charges, open bar,  gratuities  and  fuel  surcharges.  The fare  does  not  include  flights  and  transfers,  
insurance, optional  shore  excursions  (sold  onboard),  personal  expenses,  subject  to  change  and  
availability. Additional restrictions may apply. ** Back-to-back offer 20% off 2nd cruise, 30% off 3rd 
cruise. Ŧ Single supplement waived. Offers  are  subject  to  change  or  withdrawal  at  any  time  without  
notice  and  not  retroactive  nor combinable. For more information on terms and conditions see 
en.ponant.com<http://en.ponant.com>. Ship’s Registry: France. FL Seller of Travel Ref No ST37706 
and CA Seller of Travel Ref No 2106116-50

LE SOLÉAL
(132 staterooms & suites)


