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The present paper describes an evaluation of three Navier-Stokes 
computational fluid dynamics codes simulating supersonic retropropulsion flow 
fields from a Ames 9’7' Unitary Tunnel entry. Three codes—DPLR, FUN3D, and 
OVERFLOW—have been exercised (using lessons learned from a previous round of 
simulations) for both single- and multi-nozzle configurations for two Mach numbers 
and three thrust coefficients, all at zero degrees angle of attack. The focus of the 
present work is on high thrust coefficients and low supersonic Mach numbers, 
which were not considered by a previous supersonic retropropulsion wind tunnel 
test performed in the Langley Unitary Plan Wind Tunnel.  Surface pressure 
measurements and shadowgraphs have been used to evaluate the flow prediction 
tools. All codes predict pressure measurements to within ±1.8% for the smooth (no-
nozzle) configuration. The effect of the sting mount was also simulated to access its 
influence on predicted flow fields. The single- and three-nozzle configurations show 
periodic oscillation in triple point regions but little variation in the bow shock and 
plume termination shock features. The three-nozzle configuration becomes steadier 
with increasing thrust coefficient while the four-nozzle configurations become more 
chaotic. The predictions of unsteadiness and periodicity, however, do not seem to 
effect the predictions of time-averaged surface pressure coefficients. 
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compared to the LaRC UPWT, which was run at M = 2.4 to 4.6. At the higher Mach number of the Ames 
Unitary, M = 2.4, and multi-nozzle configurations, a maximum thrust coefficient of up to 10 was reached. 
Although this test does not reach flight-like thrust coefficient values, which could be on the order of CT = 
20, it comes closer than previously experienced. Preliminary data show that the plumes can behave much 
differently at these higher thrust coefficients and counter to what was observed during the LaRC UPWT 
test. 

Understanding the aerodynamics of a vehicle experiencing SRP will contribute to the success of the 
mission. The objective of this paper is to apply the CFD codes at thrust coefficients greater than 3 and 
assess their ability in predicting surface pressure. The presence of an unsteady flow has been seen in the 
wind tunnel tests; and it is important to understand whether or not the ability to predict that unsteadiness 
will affect the ability to predict surface pressures, and hence forces and moments. Surface pressure 
measurements and shadowgraphs are used to evaluate the flow prediction tools. While the uncertainty 
quantification analysis has yet to be completed for this test, initial results are available for comparison. 

II. Computational Method 
The SRP team has applied three CFD codes to the problem: DPLR12, FUN3D13,14 and OVERFLOW.15 

The codes all solve the Unsteady Reynolds-Averaged Navier-Stokes (URANS) equations, but differ in 
implementation, grid type, and numerical methods. Time-accurate CFD simulations have been performed 
due to the inherent unsteadiness of the flow fields observed in both the LaRC UPWT and Ames Unitary 
tests. 

A. DPLR 

The Data Parallel Line Relaxation (DPLR) CFD code12 is a parallel, structured multi-block, finite 
volume code that solves the reacting Reynolds-Averaged Navier-Stokes equations for continuum flow, 
including finite rate chemistry and thermal non-equilibrium. In the present study, the thermally- and 
calorically-perfect URANS equations for air are solved implicitly with first-order time accuracy. The Euler 
fluxes are computed using modified Steger-Warming flux vector splitting16 with third-order spatial 
accuracy via MUSCL (Monotone Upstream-centered Schemes for Conservation Laws) extrapolation 
coupled with a minmod limiter.17 The viscous fluxes are computed to second-order spatial accuracy with a 
central difference approach. For the current analysis, the Shear-Stress Transport (SST) turbulence model 
was employed with a vorticity-based production term18 and no compressibility corrections. The overset 
gridding option available in DPLR is used extensively in the present study. 

B. FUN3D 

The Fully Unstructured Navier-Stokes Three-Dimensional suite of codes (FUN3D) contains a node-
based finite-volume flow solver.13,14 The FUN3D website, http://fun3d.larc.nasa.gov, contains the user 
manual and an extensive list of references. The present study employs Edwards’ LDFSS flux function19 and 
a smooth Van Albada limiter20 to solve the compressible URANS equations coupled to a modified Delayed 
Detached Eddy Simulation model that uses the Spalart-Allmaras (SA) near-wall model. All node-based 
conservative variables are computed by driving a second-order accurate spatial residual to steady state with 
an implicit point-iterative method.  An optimum second-order backward difference formula (BDF) scheme 
is used in conjunction with a temporal error controller that assures design order.21 

C. OVERFLOW 

OVERFLOW 2 (OVERset grid FLOW solver) is an implicit URANS flow solver that uses structured 
overset grids.15 For the current work, the HLLE++ numerical flux function22 with the Van Albada limiter20 
was used for spatial terms, and the Symmetric Successive Over Relaxation (SSOR) algorithm with Newton 
subiterations for temporal terms. All viscous terms were included, and turbulence was modeled with a SST-
DES hybrid model.23 The overall scheme is second-order accurate in space and time. The calculation of 
inviscid fluxes for both the flow solver and the turbulence model use third-order accurate MUSCL 
reconstruction. 
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III. Validation Wind Tunnel Test 
In Figure 2 is the 5-inch diameter, 70o sphere-cone with cylindrical aftbody wind tunnel model 

mounted in the 9'7' test section of the NASA Ames Unitary Wind Tunnel. The same model was 
previously tested in the NASA Langley Unitary Plan Wind Tunnel. The nozzle configuration layout for this 
study is illustrated in Figure 3 for a single-, three- and four-nozzle configuration; a zero-nozzle 
configuration is a smooth forebody with no exposed nozzles. The model is designed with interchangeable 
nozzle plugs to accommodate a variety of configurations. The wind tunnel test included the four different 
nozzle configurations at Mach 1.8 and 2.4, at angles of attack ranging from up to 20o and Reynolds number 
of 304,800/m and 457,200/m. Thrust coefficients ranged up to 10, with nozzle plenum pressure being the 
limiting factor, rather than tunnel blockage as was the case for the LaRC UPWT. Surface pressure 
measurements and visual information contained in shadowgraphs have been used to evaluate the flow 
prediction tools. The surface pressure port instrumentation layout is shown in Figure 4.  
 

 
Figure 2: Mounting apparatus and 5-inch diameter wind tunnel model (single-nozzle configuration 
shown) in the test section of the NASA Ames 9'7' Unitary Wind Tunnel. The same model was 
previously tested in the NASA Langley Unitary Plan Wind Tunnel. 
 

 
Figure 3: Nozzle configurations: single-nozzle (left), three-nozzle (center) and four-nozzle (right). 
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(a) Forebody of the model.  (b) Aftbody as viewed from the side of the model. 
 

Figure 4: Pressure port (open circle) and 40 kHz pressure transducers (filled circle) locations for the 
baseline configuration. Larger circles in (a) are outlines of nozzle plug locations, which can be altered 
to adjust for the configuration desired: 0, 1, 3, or 4 nozzles. 

IV. Results 
The previous work performed by the SRP CFD team was focused on establishing best practices for the 

codes, including grid resolution, time stepping, and turbulence modeling.8,9 This process used the LaRC 
UPWT test10 and the uncertainty analysis24 that came from it. The focus of the present paper, for the Ames 
Unitary test, is to implement these established best practices and evaluate SRP at higher thrust coefficients 
(CT > 3) and lower freestream Mach numbers. The uncertainty analysis for the Ames Unitary is not yet 
complete. For each nozzle configuration, each freestream Mach number was evaluated at a high thrust 
coefficient (Table 1). All cases here are at zero angle of attack. All runs examined in this paper were tested 
at Re = 457,200/m. 

 
Table 1: Selected SRP runs from the Ames Unitary test for post-test CFD analysis. 

Run No. of Nozzles φ (deg) M CT 
106 1 180 1.8 4 
116 1 180 2.4 4 
130 3 180 1.8 6 
143 3 180 2.4 8 
172 4 0 1.8 8 
179 4 0 2.4 4 

 
The analysis of the Ames Unitary test began with assessing the influence of the sting on the surface 

pressure coefficient. Two nozzle configurations were examined to assess the presence of the sting on the 
CFD predictions. Next, the smooth (no-nozzle) configuration was simulated to validate the ability of CFD 
to predict simple flow fields within the Ames Unitary. The single-, three- and four-nozzle configurations 
are then examined at each freestream Mach number for high thrust coefficients. 

A. Sting Study 

One concern of the test was the large sting used to mount the model in the tunnel. With a subsonic 
pocket behind the model, it was possible that influence from the sting could travel upstream and affect 
pressure measurements. To quantify these possible sting effects, two run conditions, each with and without 
the sting, were computed using OVERFLOW to make comparisons. 
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Figure 8: Pressure coefficient for the zero-nozzle configuration at Run 30. 

 
(a) Initial Wind Tunnel Data  (b) Corrected Wind Tunnel Data 

 
Figure 9: Pressure coefficient for the zero-nozzle configuration at Run 40 before (a) and after (b) 
corrections to the data were made. 

 
 (a) Initial Wind Tunnel Data  (b) Corrected Wind Tunnel Data 

 
Figure 10: Pressure coefficient for the zero-nozzle configuration at Run 50 before (a) and after (b) 
corrections to the data were made. This is an overlap case with the LaRC Unitary SRP Test. 

C. Single-Nozzle Configuration 

From the LaRC UPWT tunnel test a single-nozzle configuration was used to establish the CFD code 
best practices.9 The case that was focused on was Run 165, M = 4.6 and CT = 2. Each code captured 
different variations of the unsteady oscillation of the triple point, which created pressure waves that 
propagated both to the model and to the bow shock. The frequencies found in the CFD codes were 2.1 kHz 
for OVERFLOW and FUN3D, and 1.8 kHz decaying toward steady for DPLR. The differences in 
frequencies between the codes are attributed to differences in turbulence modeling and grid refinement as 
shown in Ref. 9. 
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For Run 106 at M = 1.8 and CT = 4, the pressure coefficient on the forebody of the model is relatively 
constant, which the CFD codes capture within ±5% (Figure 11 (a)). The test data lie in between the 
DPLR solution and the OVERFLOW and FUN3D solutions. The Run 165 from LaRC UPWT test 
saw positive pressure coefficient on the forebody. The negative pressure coefficient seen from the 

Ames Unitary test indicates that with the higher thrust coefficient there is separation on the forebody 
and the plume is shielding the forebody from the freestream flow. The trend in rising pressure 

coefficient as x/L increases across the side of the model is captured by the codes, however, at the aft 
end of the model the predicted pressure coefficients are lower than test data by as much as 355% 

(Figure 11 (b)). In  
Figure 12 (a) are shadowgraphs taken at four time instances during the test are shown. These show 
unsteadiness in the free stagnation and triple point regions while the bow shock and plume barrel 
shocks remain fairly steady (features described in Figure 1). Simulated schlieren images and/or 

shadowgraphs extracted from the flow fields computed by the three codes are shown in  
Figure 12. Instantaneous snapshots in computational time are shown to illustrate modes of 

unsteadiness. The lesser amount of variation of flow features within the DPLR solution is seen 
through the simulated shadowgraph flow field ( 

Figure 12 (b)), where there is little deviation between snapshots. OVERFLOW and FUN3D have a 
periodic oscillation at the triple point ( 

Figure 12 (c) and (d), respectively). The OVERFLOW and FUN3D simulated shadowgraphs show 
similar periodic behavior as the test. The aero component of the axial force as a function of time is shown 
in Figure 13. From this plot the steadier nature of the DPLR solution is reinforced, along with the 
periodicity of the OVERFLOW and FUN3D solutions. Dominant frequencies were found from fast Fourier 
transforms of the aero component of the axial force from each CFD code and are listed in Table 2, where 
DPLR is nearly half that of OVERFLOW and FUN3D. The differences in frequency can be attributed to 
DPLR modeling with a RANS turbulence model, while OVERFLOW and FUN3D are using DES 
turbulence models. 

 

 
(a) Forebody    (b) Model Side 

 
Figure 11: CFD predictions of pressure coefficients of Run 106 show excellent agreement with 
measurements on the forebody (a). The rise in pressure coefficient on the aft end of the model (b) is 
captured but not the level since CFD did not model the sting. 
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Figure 13: Aero component of transient axial force in DPLR, OVERFLOW, and FUN3D. 

 
Table 2: Dominant frequencies in CFD codes for Run 106. 

 
 
For Run 116 at M = 2.4 and CT = 4, all codes over predict the pressure coefficient on the forebody, 
where the pressure coefficient remains fairly constant (Figure 14). The differences between the CFD 
codes ranges up to 22% and the test pressure coefficients are over predicted by as much as 24%. The 
pressure coefficient remains negative on the forebody for this case indicating separation. Again, the 
trend in rising pressure coefficient as x/L increases across the side of the model is captured by the 
codes, however, at the aft end of the model the level of pressure coefficient is under predicted by as 
much as 620%. In  
Figure 15 (a) the shadowgraphs at four time instances from the test are shown. These show a 
periodicity in the triple point regions while the bow shock and plume barrel shocks remain fairly 
steady. The steadier nature of the DPLR solution is again illustrated through the simulated 
shadowgraph flow field snapshots ( 
Figure 15 (b)) and seen in the transient axial force (Figure 16). OVERFLOW and FUN3D have a 
periodic oscillation at the triple point yet the bow shock and plume barrel shocks remain fairly 
steady ( 
Figure 15 (c) and (d), respectively). Simulated shadowgraphs from OVEFLOW and FUN3D solutions 
show similar behavior to the test indicating a good prediction of the unsteadiness. Figure 16 is the aero 
component of the axial force with computational time. From this plot the DPLR solution is shown to also 
experience a periodicity along with the FUN3D solution. The dominant frequencies were found from each 
CFD codes and are listed in Table 3, where DPLR is again nearly half that of OVERFLOW and FUN3D. 
The differences in frequency can be attributed to DPLR modeling with a RANS turbulence model, while 
OVERFLOW and FUN3D are modeling with DES turbulence models. The behavior between Run 106 and 
Run 116, where only freestream Mach number changes, is very similar. The higher Mach of Run 116 gives 
higher, yet still negative, pressure coefficient on the forebody and model side. This is important to 
understand since the controllability of a vehicle under SRP will be critical to mission success; and 
understanding the aerodynamics of SRP will aid in the controllability. However, the thrust has been shown 
to be the dominant contributor to axial force.8,9 The aero component of axial force is shown here to evaluate 
unsteadiness. 
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(c) Simulated schlieren from OVERFLOW 
flowfield solutions at four time instances. 

(d) Simulated shadowgraphs from FUN3D flowfield 
solutions at four time instances. 

 
Figure 15: Flowfield images from wind tunnel shadowgraph and simulated shadowgraph/schlieren 
from CFD for Run 116. Instantaneous surface pressure coefficients are shown to qualitatively 
illustrate variations in time. 
 

 
Figure 16: Aero component of transient axial force in DPLR and FUN3D. 

 
Table 3: Dominant frequencies in CFD codes for Run 116. 

 

D. Three-Nozzle Configuration 

In the cases of the three-nozzle configuration, as with the single-nozzle configuration, all test data 
show a trend of rising pressure coefficient with increasing x/L along the model sides. The CFD codes are 
able to capture this rising trend, but because the sting is not modeled they are under predicting the pressure 
coefficient at the aft end of the model. Due to the steady nature of the DPLR simulations there is very little 
variation in the average pressure coefficient in the radial direction, this is seen in the line plots as  = 0o 
and  = 180o lie nearly on top of one another. OVERFLOW and FUN3D, modeled with DES turbulence 
models experience higher frequencies and show variation between  slices. 

The three-nozzle configuration cases examined using CFD for the LaRC UPWT tests were Runs 262 
and 263 (M = 4.6 and CT = 3); the only difference in the two cases was the roll angle. The pressure 
coefficients seen from the LaRC UPWT test were much higher, mostly positive and near zero, than seen 
here in the Ames Unitary test, where they are mostly negative. The codes again have difficulty in capturing 
the peak pressure coefficient on the nose of the model as they did with the LaRC UPWT three-nozzle cases.  

From both three-nozzle configuration cases, formation of a central feature within the region between 
the three plume barrel shocks is seen. This feature leads to a further thrusting out of the bow shock and 
steadier behavior. This observation of increased steadiness as thrust increases is counter to what was seen 
in the LaRC UPWT test with the three-nozzle configuration.  In the earlier test, thrust coefficients were 
limited to below 5 due to wall interference concerns, which is approximately the point at which the flow 
structures tend to become steady with the Ames data.25 There was one run in the LaRC UPWT test at M = 
3.5, CT = 6 that was steady and further supports this claim. 

In Run 130 at M = 1.8 and CT = 6, the pressure coefficient on the forebody (Figure 17 (a)) of the model 
is relatively uniform on the flank with a rise at the nose, with large deviations between the codes. 
Differences in simulated jet expansion and jet-to-jet interactions could be the source of deviation. The CFD 
codes under predict the pressure coefficient on the forebody of the model by up to 52%. The trend in rising 
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different frequencies of the system, but all codes predicted the pressure measurements to within 24%. The 
three-nozzle configuration also has a periodic oscillation in the triple point region and little variation in the 
bow shock and plume termination shock features. This is counter to what was seen in the previous LaRC 
UPWT test, where at low thrust coefficients (CT ≤ 3) the flow field was chaotic and saw a lot of movement 
in the shock locations at different instances in time. Meanwhile, the four-nozzle configuration at higher 
thrust coefficients (CT > 3) was highly unsteady and chaotic. All features, including the bow shock, plume 
barrel shocks, free stagnation and triple point regions had large variations in time. The CFD codes were 
able to capture the large variations in all the flow features with computational time. The prediction of 
surface pressure coefficient for the four-nozzle cases did not agree as well with test data as with the steadier 
cases. 

Between the codes, the largest differences were in the frequencies and unsteadiness predicted. The 
turbulence models used by each code were different and could attribute to these differences. DPLR showed 
the lowest level of unsteadiness and used the RANS SST turbulence model with vorticity-based production 
term. The OVERFLOW code used DES with SST submodel, while FUN3D used DES with SA submodel. 
Each of these turbulence models generates varying levels of eddy viscosity, which adds dissipation to the 
solutions making them steadier.9 In general, the RANS models were steadier than the DES. The ability to 
properly capture the unsteady effects appeared to have little effect on comparing with the time-averaged 
surface pressures. 

Future study in SRP flows would involve further examining the Ames Unitary test data across a larger 
range of thrust coefficients and the effect of non-zero angle of attack. Also, further examination of 
unsteadiness would be warranted as well. Some of the unsteadiness is driven by differences in numerical 
dissipation employed by the various schemes implemented in the three codes. One way to get an 
understanding of this would be to refine the grids to see if that would increase the level of unsteadiness. Yet 
another way would be to apply a “low dissipation” scheme. Obtaining a laminar solution from each CFD 
code would inform the effect of turbulence modeling on the steadiness obtained. It would be important to 
assess how the unsteadiness could affect the vehicle stability as well. 
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