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HISTORICAL KOTZS ON ORAL HISTORY IN MASA

Introduction

Contemporary history inevitebly requires the careful use of intere
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views with treir indispesnsidls aszets end

young Federel sgency whose budget doubled cach year of ive first years,
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whose people and ear4y vrograms were inherlted from meny other agencies,

and 90% of whose dollars were expended outside of the agency proper with
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industrial end scademic contractors. Thzse dynamic I 3 1llustrate the
complexity of the hisztorian's task in MASA even if rovel, spactacular, and
world~wide impact of space effeirs vere noit intrinsic to ths methodological
problems of the historisn., The history of science sund btechnolegy in the

wenvie century also is noi 2 v ~gbtendad vineyvard fo Sohat lithls haly
1t tieth kv 2 i vell endad 3 80 LToat 1ivd hal’

from academia i3 aﬁailable.

Basically, ocur MASA historiesl program is dlvided iato t e following
seriesc of histories, esch project in which halps provide a monographic
"puilding block” for the overall agency history ultimstely to be treated

in volumes similar to The New World, Volume I of the AZEC history.

« Progrem Series, of which This New Ocesn (SP-4201) by Swenson,
Alexander, and Grimwood was tha first published.

& Center Series, of whieh Venture into Svace (8p-4301), dealing
with the Godderd Space Piiznt Ce enter, will be the first
publishad,

~ Managenent end Administrative Series, of which Rosholi's An
Administrative History of NASA, 1958463 (SP-4101) was the
first publish=d.




In addition, emnual and other documentad chronologies (Astroneutics and

Aeronantics), and special studies ars also issued, such as The History of

Rocketry (Wayne State Univ. Press, 1S64), and Mee Link's Spece Medilcine

in Projcct Mercury (SP-4002). A list of .alljifa historical publications

is attached. Beyond having less classiried Cete than most RED Agencies, NASA
is &lso blessed in that the resulilbs of 1is sevtivivies, including higiory,
can be easily published.
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We have Tound orel history is best iastituted ia concert with &

specific project, theme, or subject, and perlormed by the nistorian

obligated to do the sctuzl research and writing. Reapoasidility for the
uze of cral nistory interviews is, we baiieve, the indispencivdle feature of

valid contributions to history.

Interviewing of key NASA offic¢islis and econtractey personnel at sll
levels is compounded importently by the Tact that they remzin extremely
busy persons. Alwmost all become, g2 the dzpth of the historiesl rezeoarch
becomes evident, thoroughly dedicated to the documsntaticn of the full atO”J,
no holds barred, while it is fresh and hot. The habit of nsws media to
take statements out context provides the greatest handlcan Lo overcoms. Yet
they find themselves fully commititad to heavy curreat cobligations and not
eager to be interviewed without having socme time for refreshing their
memories., This is very different than interviewing "old tiners" with little
else to do but extoll the past, end their rcle in it. It should he noted
that already the fatalities and passing of key persons in srvece affairs has
raised the historical value greatly of interviews alresdy parformad, which

only enhances the ultimate contribution of contemporary history. Among theose

v

should be mentioned the late Jobn F. Xenmedy, ugh L. Dryden, Rerdolph Lovelac
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Gus Grissom, and Lloyd PBerlmer, importasnt figures in the U. S. scrospace
IprOgram. The dangers of the last survivors warping historical appreciation
via oral ﬁistory is, of course, generally recognized, and I shball not mention
any rames.

Another unique spin-0ff of our conbemporary history interviers is that
existent files are betier treated for Tuiure L_ax0“¢ al purcosss because key
pereons are reminded of the limitatiocns of tihzir recall without refresiment
by the interviewer or by consuliting desk calendsrs, chronciogies, and.office
documents. We feel confident that by our effoxts we A.L,y h=ve encouraged key
persons to keep perscnzal disrles or conzider sszexbling papers end ‘*etv-‘w for

their memoirs or historical vurpcse. Official rscord kespingz is one of the

-

areas we monitor closely, dbut the sariy appearsnce of substantial histories
has been the most effective guidence that we can provids, We are often
pleasently surprised to learn theh diarises hnave been képnt. In a nodebls case,
a top figure diectated his thoughis zt the end of each working day Tor the
sake of acquainting his children with his Yashington experignces., Thls is
another possible use of the taps vecorder waich should be noted. Im thie case,
the tope was taken home dally rather than retained in tie office so that the
hazard of second thoughts was sveidad., How Iucky can the nistorisn be?

In brief, major sreas of orsl history in ‘the NASA Histovicel Prograw have
been associated with the followlingz:

. Support of the Kennedy Libyary project, vhaze onz interviews

performad in 1964 with mc3t of those who had personal
econtact with the late Presiieat on svace matisrs.

. Exit interviews of rebirdng or ciherwise depsrting ELE&
persons, mainly verformed only with key pzople bacw
of the lack of manpoiver.



. Major progrum histories, =such =23 the Mercury history, and now
including Gemini, Apoilo, Ranger, Vaanguard, snd others.

. Numercus interviews of MASA persounel have alsc been performed
by various academic stuients of menagement; political science,
and history, generally not recorded, and, hence, not exe

ploiting formal oral history methods. We also solicite end
file all taped speeches,.press conferences, and other live

events for future historicsl purrposes.

NASA nistorical interviews are mormaliy transcribed; and edited and
signed.ﬁy the interviewee whe often add a&diti;ual thoughts end scmetimes
attach related documents., The afiginal tapes are siso retained, although
we have not determined their esetual lifetime without anmual exercising.

The finzl {typed interview thus baeomes a scurce document in its own right,
and it is filed with other relsted materislis. Accezs to them is only for
KASA historical purposes without cther use granted by ths interviewee, which
Exglains wﬁy we have not yet issued a cata;og of our WASA histeriecal intere
views. It is of'ten possible to obtain use of these invervisws for direct
citation; or for béckground without atitribuition, for oﬁtside scholars. The
NASA Historical Archives, 6? course, are largely open for sny serious scholer
without axe to grind. We welcome your inguiries and apvended is a list of
HASA historians and monitors whd may be of essistence. Our only preferred
practice is that use of our materiais best serves history when we can receive
feedback by receipt of the actusl use rade of'thc meterial by outside scholers.
In this manner, we can help later scholers avoid duplication of effort.

For purposes of discussion, James M. Grirmood, Histofian of the Manned
Spacecraft Center, Houston, Texas, and Williawm D. Putnaa., Assistant Historian
for Manned Space Flight in Headquarters, bave prepared thougnts on other

aspects of our NASA experience.



The Project Mercury Experience 5

oy

James M. Grinmood

Manned space £light efforts sre so naticnal in scope that it would be utterly
foolish to presume that & history of a particular program-could be reszearched and
written from documsnistion that might by chance bz coilected in one locality.
Although_the documsniary accumilation within the org&n;aation directing the progran
wsy Seem to be quive formidable; Tuey represzuy 0:ly‘"%bm cap of the iceba“g;"

Also, the recurring progress reports eusnecing froa the program.direciing sctivity,
while being quite helpful, create the luwpression thet no amen being had 3ny%hiné o
do with their develiopment. in addition, the stzps leading to develomsment of sbme
new component more cften than-nof are coﬁpiete;y omiaﬁed,-%s the end resuli is only
reported. Many of the major‘&ecisiana, often made Tacaeto=race Or by teiephone, are
never phrased in any doéume#taﬁian—-cniy‘in the nipds of the principals and those
who carried out the stipuletions of the dscision.

The historians that researched and wrobe Thie How Ocssn: A FHigtorv of Project

ggggggt realized very quickly that this projeet cowlid unot be sccomplished in a vacwuus,.
Most of the HASA centers, the military zervices, industry, and the universities had beén
involved in ?rojacﬁ Mercury. As en initial écurse of action, tre three authors ine
volved sought to talk with peonle wio were apacialists in particular sress. These
efforts carried the historians aixoat tha length and brsadth of the nztion. Besides
1nterviewing the experts (over 200) tha nuﬁeroﬁs "ééak srchives” were tapped as new and
importent sources of information. Unfortunately-iﬂ the Mercury history program only
one interview was taped-and I suppose that many would say tha{ is the only piece of
erpl history accumilsted for Project Mercury. T w#uld contend that this is paying too
much attenticn to a rigid definitio; and not_ancugn_attenﬁicn to tha neaded meaning.

To me, forms of oral history wsuld bes the extraetibn of knowledge from an indivie
dual or indiyiduals avout the circﬁmstances cf en event rot recorded iﬁ formal Gocu-

mentation at tre time of its happening by taking aotes, teze recording, or receiving
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-a yritten ansver to a specified reguest. This is not to gay that I am against a tape
recorder, I am in complete agrcement; but at the later date, when history is usuelly
written, are the actor’'s verﬁatim words 30 necessary or so deathlesz? What I am
saying is do not strain so much over the pfecise definition of oral history. I would
like to give an example of what I would think was oral hisﬁory wvhen only interview
notes were taken.

In July, 1950, Marcury-Atlas I, Isunched at Cane Cavaneral into rainy, overcast
weather, exploded less thgn & minute after lift-off, E#ﬁreme difficulty was expérienced
in gathering the rewains from the beuch and occan Tioor in an attexpl to try and piece
together what want wrong. OSince this was en elsction year end the failures of the
program.had been widely publicizad, the Sute of Project Mercury hung tenuously in the
balance. Between August 1960 and February 1961, the Rhode-Worthmsn cormittee (a NABA-
Air Force group designated to investigate the faillure and propose a solution) cone
ducted meétings and directed tests thas =2lnosgt gpanned the country. Some of the
decisicns on solutions cam be found in Tormal docuwrentation, many cannct. Bxaoples
of the latter:

James A. Chamberlin and Scott Simpkinson=~interview relsited that Chemberiin in
& San Diego hotel had sketched on scme stationery a "horse collaf" to strengithen the
upper section of the Atlas launch vehicle. Ben Hohmann snd Ernst Letch of the Aero-
space Corperation told how they had theorized that the spacecra®t-launch vehicie
adapter might be weak and how they had suggested adding strength.

Administrators Jemes E., Webb and Pobert C. Searens, Jr., mentioned in interviews
how other Atlas failures bad decrzased the chances of any immediste launch of Mercury=
Atlas IT; NASA would have to assume all responsibility for emother Tailure. Webb,
new to the office at that time, had to give clearance to the larze Navy force to deploy
to the recovery zone.

These are but few of the circumstances surrounding the decision to launch MA-2,

but the narrative dissussion on the subject in & brook, would bave been without validity



had nosc the authors sought snd telked with the principal ectors.

Brief exawples in the Hcrcpry history troject, which can be noted in This New
Ocean, wherein oral history frovided the moraz complete story:

. THugh L. Dryden (only taped interview) transition from NACA to NASA.
How NASA got the manned space flight progrem (Killian's call
to Dryden tellinz him to outline in a memorandum why NASA
should bave the progrem).

. Edward C., Welsh, Robert R. Gilruth, Webb, Waller C. Willisms, Paul
E. Purser, et ale--decision to fly Mercury-Redstone 3 (Shepard)
in view of the substence of the Zornig commitiee report.

. Jzmes L. Lewis end Wayane E. XKoconsw-nalicoptar pilots in the
recovery atteupt of Mercury-Redstone b {CGrisscm). Lewis s&gid
that be did not think muck soout drissom, he was trying to
save the spacecraft. He said that he hsd been conditioned in
this respect during the training wonths, as the astronauts had
seemed to thorouzaly enjoy the water during the many practice
recovery exarcises.

.« William J. Douglas, Donsld K. Slaytoz, and Webb, circumstances causing
the removal of Slsyton from HMercury flight status.

The interviews for the Mercury history, plus some 150 written comments received
from the ecircmlation of a draft edition of that bock, heve nrorpted the expansgion of
the oral history effort for ProjJects Gemini and Apollo., Highly sensitive tape
recorders were purchased end a four-month prepasratory period was set aside to map
out i£ineries and phrase quastions for tentative interviewees. Woen ready for one
particular phase the contractor was called and Told the types of people we were
interested in interviewing. At McDonnell, the Gemini spacecraft contractof, we asked
for the vice-president in charge of the progrum; his chief techmnical lieutenants in

such areas in progrsm management, design (aerodynamic snd component) contracting,
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testing, traiving, and maaufacturing. Quite_surprisedly, there have been few cases
of "mike fligbt," which I believe was caused by two reasons: many of these indiwiduals
had previous experlence in making speeches to audiences of some slze, and by our
structuring the interviews from nmemory rather that the sheaf of papers with Question 1,
Question 2, and 80 on. We have found that a good way to felax the 1ntérviewee is to
ask an opening question about his background and how he came to ceceupy the position
in the program of your particular interest. Usually this leads him into an intro-
spective discussion aimost chronological 1g nature. An occasional guestion is inters
Jected to clear out some of the technical jargon that often permeates the enginéer's
discussions. If you feel that you are getting & little tco ruch of the company "hard
sell” on their success, ask the individual about one of the worst things tnat happened
in their particular development progran or purposely phrasé a questlon that you your=
-self lmow is wrong. More often then not, the remainder of the interview will be as
true to the circumstences that happened 28 that individual can remember. As you build
up your interview based on a partleulsr subject, you can also mention during an inter-
view that you have talked with several people on this subject and list their names.
You do not really play one ageinst the other, necessarily, openly, that is, but the
factor is present, and the individual becomes & 1litile wary of making claims that his
colleagues might'ridicule. Also they seem to talk in more depth. The interview tricks
that you bring to bear dépend on your homeworXkX and your Judgement of the individual
involved., Thus far, we have visited about_lS major Gemini cohtractors, which besides
the interviews and extra documentation that you gether hos & second net result as
you view the arszas in which the development progfams were conducted--often holding a
piece of hardware in your hand while the interview is 1g progress.

Besides the interviews at the warious contrac%ors, the same type of program has
been conducted among NASA and military services personnel. We have been careful to
try and search out the government counterparts for thnse interviews wa have con&uctei

in industry. The styiking feature that has developed is the number of face-to-Tace



decisions that have been mude without full docurentary coverasge. Perhaps the most
interesting decision concerned the Gewxini VII/VI f£light. In three days and some
hours' time a sugzestion was mode in the field; quickly worked out, submitted to the
President, and announced to the Nation by the President's office committing this
country to a gozl.

On Monday, October 25, 1961, the Agena target vehicle failed to achieve orbit
for the first rendezvous misgion for Project Gemini, Wnile stiil 1n a Cape Kemmedy
control center following this event, Walter Burke cf ¥Melonnell mentioned to his chiefd
lieutenant, John Yardleys Why dida't they ressurrect and adept & Martin plan of some
six months'before for a rapid launch demonstrationl DIurks wanted to launch space=-
craft VIT to be used as a rendezvous target for svacecralt Vﬁ. That night they Tlew
to Houston to convince Robert R. Gilruth, Manned Syacecratt Center direc‘bor; On the
26th, CGilruth discussed the plan with his aides and called CGesorze B. Mueller in
Washington who carried the plen to Webb, Dryden, and Seamanas, On the 27¢h, Mueller
callad Houston and gave .them 15 minutes to declde if ths plsn could be carried cut,

23 Mr. Webb had taken the propgosel to the President., CGilruth polled his steff and
the answer was yes. Thursday, October 28, 1965, Willisn Moyers, the Presideﬁt's press
secretary, ennounced the plan at & news conference, answering ocn-the spot techaicsl
questions by being in telephone contact with Julian Scheer, NASA's Asgsociate
Administrator for Public Affairs, who was listening to the conference.

Most of the clrcumstances surrounding this evént are in the minds of the priancipals
involved. Many did take the time to make hurried notes on their desk calendars, and
there are a few informal notes taken while the conferences were in progress. This
event, however, seems almost indelibily imprinted in the minde of the irdividuals
involved. There were fewer contradictory statements made by 15 or so psople that
touched on this subject than any other subject I have attacksd. Almost bour-by<hour
prograas can be discerned. The first rendezvous was perhaps the high point of Projeact

Gemini, certainly it was the most dramatic.
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About 200 irpterviews have been conducted for the Gemini history writing projsct.
Scventy percent of these have been transcribed; the tapes have been maintalined.
For the Apollo program; en oral history approach similer to the Gemini effort

is underway. -About T5 interviews have been conducted to date.



Reflections on NASA Oral History

by
Willjem D. Pubnam

Our NASA experience with historical interviews has seemed to reveal three basic
categories of benefits deriving from this techanigue as a‘research tool for writing
contemporary history.

Firat, the personsl accounts of actusl participants In the events tend to put
people back into the‘picture. It is goodlconditioning for @ researcher to be exposed
to personslized esccounts of the events on which he already has voluminous writﬁen
reports. Reports in any large bureaucracy, goveroment or business, tend to be
depersonalized to the extent where orne begins io feel that events took place "umiouched
by huren hands." The verbal account of someone intimately involved re«introduces the
important human fectgy which is, of ecsurse, tﬁe egpence of history itself

Second, any biass brought to the project, or acquired in the process of research,
tends to be offset after the researcher has heafd two (or more) sides of the saue
story recounted in forceful fashion. A real feeling for the complexity of perscnal
interactions surrcunding significant events is acquired. Dissenting views whick may
have been under conszideration, yet never reached paper, can only be revealed through
the oral history process. Often thase are on thé pivotal aspzcts of the history
project itself.

Third, obscure sources of primary documentation may be uncovered. The desk files,
personal dieries, telephone logs, and memoranda for the record which often prove to
be the heart and soul of contemporary history aée often turned up while interviewing
participants. in major events. Conversely, interviewa.are a wost efficient manner
in determining the significence of what only appears to be a key document, and often
is not.

0n§ of the most important lessons emerging from our NASA experience is thé cauvtion

with which interview evidence rust be used. Even the most eble and well*trained
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profeaslonal historian 18 subject to being Influenced by a detailed personal account
of an important event, especially when thls account is the first evidence uncovered.
The temptation is especially strong when a recorded interview has been transcribed
and the evidence is precent in black and white. In truth, or course, the historian's
professional task has Jjust begun at this point, for he muét find other.evidence--
documents or interviews--against which to weigh the original interview. It is through
-this evaluation, testing, snd Judgment that the historian's professiocnal ability is

(=}

exercised and, indeed, it is whal makes him more than & mere recorder of other people's

views.
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NASA HISTORICAL PUBLICATIONS
HISTORIES:
. Robert L. Rosholt, An Administrative History of NASA, 195K-1963, with

Foreword by James E. Webb, NASA SP-L101, 1966; for sale by Supt.
of Documents ($L4.00). '

. Loyd S. Swenson, James M. Grimwood, and Charles C. Alexander, This New
Ocean: A History of Project Mercury, NASA SP-L201, 1966; for sale
by Supt. of Documents ($5.50).

« Alfred Rosenthal, Thea First Five Years of the Goddard Space Flight Center,
' with Foreword by Esther C. Goddard, NASA SP-4301 (1967).

HISTORICAL STUDTES:

. History of Rockest Technology, Edited by Bugene M. Emme, Special issue of
Technology and Culture (Fall 1963); augmented and published by Society
of Technology (Detroit: Wayne State Univ., 1964).

. Spaca tMadicine in Project Mercury, by Mas Mills Link, with Foreword by
Hugh L. Drwvden and Tntroduction by W. Randoliph lovelace, II, NASA
SP-LC03, 1965; for sale by Supt. of Documents ($1.00).

CHRONOLOGIES AND SPECTIAL STUDIES:

. ' Aeronautics and Astronautics: An American Chronology of Science and
Technology in the Exploration of Space, 1915-1950 compiled by Fugene
M.  Emme with Foreword by Hugh L. Dryden, Washington: NASA, 1961
(Out of Print).

i Aeronautical end Astronautical Events c¢f 1961, with Foreword by Jaumes F.
Webb, published by the House Commitiee on Science and Asgtronautics,
1962 (Out of Print).

i Astronsutical and Aeronautical Evente of 1962, wlth Foreword by George L.
Simpsaon, Jr., published by the House Committee on Science and Astro-
nautics, 1963; for sale by Supt. of Documents ($1.00).

. Astronautics and Aeronautics, 1963, with Foreword by Hugh L. Dryden, NASA
SP-LOOL, 196L; for sale by Supt. of Documents ($1.75).

. Astronautics and Aeronautics, 1964, with Foreword by Robert C. Seampns, Jr.,
SP-L005, 1965; for sale by Supt. of Documents ($1.75).

.~ Astronautics and Aeronautics, 1965, with Foreword by Jemes E. Webb, NASA
SP-L006, (August 19v6); for eale by Supt. of Documents ($2.25).

. Astronautics and Aeronautics, 1966, NASA SP-L0OT7 (1967).

. Project Mercury: A Chronology, by James Grimwood with Foreword by Bugh L.
Dryden, NASA SP-L001, 1963; for sale by Supt. of Documents ($1.50).

. Project Gemini: A Chronologr, by James M. Grimwood, Barton C. Hacker, and
Peter J. Vorzimmer, NASA SP-L002 (1967).

. Historical Sketch of NASA, WASA EP-29, 1965; for sale by Supt. of Documents

($.25).




NASA HISTORIANS AND MONITORS 1

HEADQUARTERS:

Ei/Dr. Bugene M. Emme, NASA Historien, (13-37371) or 202/96-37371

EH/Or. Frenk W. Anderson, Jr., Deputy NASA Historien, (13-35493) or 202/96-35493
MCS/tr. Vim. D. Putnam: Assistant NASA Historian, (202/96-27h61) or (13-27461)
MM/Dr. Mac M. Link: Office of Space Medicine, Monitor, (202/96-24571) or (13-24571)
RC/John Sloop: Office of Adv. Res. & Tech., Monitor, (202/96 or 13-20937)

SP-1; Jack Posner, Office of Space Science & Appl., Monitor, (202/96 or 13-245L0)

CENTERS:

Ames Research Ccnter/Mr. Manley Hood (Monitor), NASA Moffett Field, California,
9k035 (415/961~2256)

Electronics Research Center/Mr. Edward T. Martin (Honiﬁor), NASA Electronics
Rescarch Center, 575 Technology Square, Cambridge, Mass., 02139 (617/491-1370)

Flight Research Center/Mr. Ralph Jackson (Monitor), Public Information Officer,
Flight Rescarch Center, NASA Box 273, Edwards, Calif., 93523 (805/258-3311)

GSFC/Mr. Alfred Rosenthal: Historian, GSFC, NASA Greenbelt, Md., 20771 (301/982-h555
or 134-4955) ' - o g o

GISS/Dr. Arthur Levine: (Monitor), Goddard Institute for-Space Studies, 2880
Broadway, New York, New York 10025 (212/UN-6-3600)

JPL/Mr. R. Cargill Hall, Historian, Jet Propulsion Laboratory, 4800 Oek Grove
. Drive, Pasadena, California, 91103 (213/354-7018)

KSC/Dr. Robert A. Lindemann and Mr. Frank Jarrett: Historians, John F. Kennedy
Space Center, NASA, Kennedy Space Center, Fiorida 32931 (305/867-3561)

LaRC/Mr. Robert Mulac: (Monitor), Langley Research Center, NASA Langley Station,
Hampton, Virginia 23365 (703/722-7961, ext. 4765 or 165-4765) '

LeRC/Mr. Lynn Manley: (Monitor), Lewls Research Center, NASA 21000 Brookpark Road,
Cleveland, Ohio 44135 (216/433-4000, ext. 782) :

MSC/Mr. Jemes Grimwood: Historian, Manned Spacecraft Ceﬁter, NASA Houston, Texas

T1058 (T13/HU-3-4332)

MSFC/Mr. David S. Akens: Historian, Marshall Spacé Flt. Ctr., NASA Huntsville,
35812 Alabama, Attn: M-MS-H (205/876-4072)

Wallops Island/tr. Joseph Robbins: (Monitor) Wallops Station, NASA Wallops Island,
Va., 22337 (703-VA-L3k11, ext, 248 or 189-2243) :

WSO/Mr. Stanley Miller: (Monitor) PIO Office, Wesﬁerq Support Office, NASA 150
Plco Blvd., Santa Monica, California 90405 (213/451-T411)



