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INTERVIEW WITH Frank Williams 11-11-98 

FW: Let me just stai chatting if that is all right with you. I am an ex- Air jlirce Officer, in 
flight testing, and I trfcd to get that kind of assignment or something that hap. to do with rockets 
and space in the Air force at the time and I couldn't convince them to dofx at so I decided that I 
would get out of the fur Force and find a job some place on my own tha/vould get me into 
missiles and space, Jr actually missiles, but I could see space coming, /hat was in '57. So, I 
accepted a job to joli ABMA in the fall of '57 and actually started wording in February, right 
after Explorer I, in |58. Explorer I went up January 31. In fact, I was alm^dv in Birmingham 
getting everything feady to come up here so I just heard about it on the radio^Vhen I 
interviewed for theVob they told me about, they wanted to set up an advanced tesign facility. 
And, I had done a lo\>f advanced design work. I went to work for a guy namedHerman Koelle 
in the structures and mechanics lab (Mrazak's lab). So, I got there and they stalled hiring people 
to be in the design group\bout that time, NACA decided to form a group of advisors for a 
launch vehicle and they hao^on Braun. 

So, von Braun came down anil asked Koclle and I if we would be on it. I saj/ I would go to the 
first meeting and we would xilk and I would come back and tell Koelle wh/t he needed to know. 
So I talked to Herman and.M/o put together a little package to take, a little/ortfolio of the kinds 
of things we thought thcwnight want to do, a planned attack and all that itzz. So von Braun 
took it off and presentc/it to the group and he came back just full of enthWasm. He said they 
liked what you have tcfcive. The next go around, 1 put a bigger package togNber and tried to 
give it to him and he find, why don't you go with me. So I did. He presented tie stuff and they 
asked a lot of questioiVand so forth. So to make a long story short, 1 went to till next meeting 
and things went well anJkthen after that, I went to all of the meetings. So, vomJraun and I got 
off to a good start. Afterlhat, a couple of years later, he asked me to be his assistant. Jerry 
McCall was his first ass/tant and he left and took over another job and I by/ame von Braun's 
assistant. That was inX>3 and until '65. 

After that, he askc^me to set up a program development group, a luri/ group, about 75 people 
in all and 1 did thm. I convinced them to start rotating the guys out onftie laboratory through this 
group for a periotfotmx months as required so I didn't have to hire all people. 

Then, he asked me to 
During that year, two I 
the shuttle or the sp 
come to Washington 

rto Houston and take over the space station office^th Frank Borman. 
lings happened. One, the agency decided they erran t do but one thing, 
fetation. So, they decided on the shuttle. Then ron Braun wanted me to 

so /.o went in '72 and stayed until '78. After '7^lyoined Martin Marietta 
and stayed with them toHI 4 years. We had a change of management so I 

Q: You went to Houston to set up the space station program with Borman when? 

FW: That was in '69. I was there for nine months, during the summer of '69, let me see went 

I .  



INSERTS / CLARIFICATIONS -- Frank Williams interview #2 -- 11-11-98 

* 

^ I had seen what happens when people are in an awkward, 
/C) v personal situation. And it ain't worth it. (Explaining 
• his leaving SRMxaftsx Martin Marietta after 14 years) 
^ Just like Wernher when he was up there (in Wash.) He didnt 

"watTt to leave WASA, but it was uncomfortable. So he said, 
" "Sayoticiia"," and he lett. " ~~ 

Tom Paine and George Low both wanted Wernher up there. He 
was khaxkxnd going to be the visionary, the promoter, 
the future activities planner. They even used the term "Mr. 
Outside," because he could mesmerize Congress. He got along 
well w/ the public. He was a great public speaker. Anytime 
that anybody could stand up and make NASA and space look 
good and just mesmerize the people, Wernher could do it. 

We talked about space station, the shuttle, Earth 
observation from orbit, going to man on Mars, nuclear 
propulsion and all that. 

(Pg. 2) 
F/J -- (vindictive) against anybody. He did not mind anybody to 

disagree w/ him, as long as they were willing to talk 
abt it -- why they thought what they thought, how they 
arrived at their conclusion. And if they were right, then 
he'd modify his position or understanding. Or he would 
debate w/ them. And he didnt always try to resolve any 
disagreement. 'Okay, you think that way, I think the other 
way. There's probably some reason why. It's somewhere in 
th middle. One of these days we'll figure it out,' and he'd 
just leave it there. 

(Pg 2) 

FJ -- And one of the key things my minister was interested in was the to{ 
of Science & Religion." And he was absolutely mesmerized 
at Wernher's willingness and veracity in talking about that 
subject and saying, in fact, there is no problem between 
science & religion, that they are so compatible and 
that science is so mutually supportive of religion. 
Wernher, to sum it up in one sentence, said, "God opens 
doors for us every now and then in the science domain. 
When it's time for us to do it, and it has a purpose, He 
opens doors. Sometimes the door leads to weaponry, but it _n-uj 
also lets other things do good for humanity. And now Ife 
He's opening up Space and we'll learn more^about God's power 
and wisdom and Creation. We're really just at the threshold, 
and He's using science to better let us know what He, in 
fact, has created. 



in August and stayed 9 months. 

Q: Some have suggested that George Low was one of those Jewish folks who was biased 
against von Braun for the reasons of the third reich. He was one of those who got out the knife 
for von Braun. Can you contribute anything to that? 

FW: I knew George pretty well. I went to work for NACA at Langley. I had met him there. He 
was a couple of committees that I was on. I was very involved with him in the AIAA. I have 
never heard of that situation about George Low. I have been with both Tom and George when 
they have been with von Braun and 1 have seen nothing but the greatest mutual respect and 
admiration and in fact, real kinmanship. In fact, von Braun was more comfortable talking with 
George than he was a lot of other people * 

Von Braun was very much a family man. He spent a lot of time away from the family but he 
was first and foremost a family man. He loved his family and did spend a lot of time, every- v 9 

minute that he could be away from the office, he was with his family. Weekends and he would 
take vacations with them. He was a very compassionate and kind and gentle man. He was a 
scientist and enpneer antTone of the most creative guvs. You could put him in a room w ith ten 
people and he could pull creativity out ot the other nine. He iniectcd himself into making 

i eryone feel like they contributed. He had a gift. He taljcecTtoe\ciylwdy\jcgajdlgss_oftl^ir 
station, tfom the janitor, whatever, to the president ol the company to the president of the 
:ountry. And, he commanded respect from everybody. He en]ovcd really relatinp to neople and 
understanding their viewpoints. 1 am talking primarily of people involved with him and his 
organization. He could remember people, he could walk through and remember their names and 
what they talked about last time, the suggestions tie made or they made. He knew how to draw 
people into the conversation. He was a good listener and he was a great morale builder. I have 

T  U J I W - rtaJL Cotnvithonj^ 
He was a very God-fearing person. He was a deeply religious As far as his personal 
involvement in the church, I don't know that he went to church very often if at all. I never saw 
him going to church. I did witness several occasions and once I even set up something where he 
had detailed discussion and dialogue with what I would call learned theologians. One of them 
happened to be the minister of the Methodist church there in Houston. He was the minister to 
the astronauts there. Neil Armstrongyind he was writing a book^ •• /Hi'm'titf •fo "fit- Azfrofanfe" 
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INSERTS --  Pg. 3 Frank Williams interview 

FW --  He believes he can learn something from everybody. Really. 
He truly l istens to everySofe/ he talks to,  and he is one 
of the few people I 've ever known that,  when he engages 
somebody in a discussion, that person has his total attn.  
And he talks to everybody at  their level.  There are few 
people I  know that can do that.  And he is in fact a team 

* I thinker and motivator when he's takx talking to people. He 
wants to know what they think, how they feel,  and he tries 

51 to draw them out to think broader,  think deeper,  think bigger 
^1 -- and thinkjS&sl3l* think "us." I t 's  not "I did this,  I  did 
C /"team, "S^ 
* that," i t 's  "We did this,  we did that," and "we can do this." 

He had a unique talent in that regard, and that was 1 of his 
key strengths. I  never remem him saying "I did so-and-so." 
I t  was always "When we did so-and-so.. ." 

FW --  He l i terally thought abt "new frontiers," in his own l ife and 
in everything he touched. He was always looking for unique 
things to do in space, but he also sought new books to read, 
new frontiers afxiaaKnxHg to explore, himself --  he loved to 
travel.  He loved to be doing different things. The only real 
things I  couldnt get him involved in were tennis and golf.  
I  tried to get him into both of those, but he said they both 
take too long to do. But we went scuba diving together,  
we xaaxad^ flew, we soared, we sailed. He'd go skeet shooting, 
take hikes 

FW --  (recalled time when he & v.B were on trip to West Coast in '58 or 
so, w/ NACA committee business.  v.B's pic had been on cover 
of Newsweek or Time or some magazine just few days before. 
They had a late afternoon and all  evening to kill  in San Fran
cisco before catching 1 a.m. "redeye" fl ight back east.  Frank 
came up w/ plan to go to Mark Hopkins Hotel & hav couple of 
drinks at  Top of the Mark lounge, then have din in Chinatown. 
In "Top" lounge, couple of men recognized v.B & invited them 
over to their table for drinks. Then more jaxuRd recog him, 
and joined group. Were abt 10 before long. Kept having drinks. 
v.B gave Frank a look, & Frank left  table,  arranged for 
maitre 'd to page him, then bring phone to table for fake 

VjjS call ,  in which Frank pretended to agree to an immed. meeting 
elsewhere for v.B. So they escaped, went to din. in Chinatown. 
Stil l  had couple of hours to kill ,  so went to popular jazz 
nightspot,  the Purple Onion. Enjoyed couple of hours there, 
then left  to have parking valet bring car around. v.B got in 
passenger side, Frank walked around to driver 's side to leave 
for airport,  when policeman stopped him and KailsdK him over 
to make sure he hadnt had too much to drink. Frank asked, 
"Anything I  can do for you, officer?" Officer said, "Is that 



ADD to Pg. 3 INSERTS --  Frank Williams interview 

yjv+lj/ 6^  ̂ C*A v 

Wernher von Braun, the rocket scientist  
Frank said, "Well,  yes,  i t  is.  We were 

Cu. Kl 
qt/WrUJb 

the rocket scientist ,  who just got in the car?" 
yes, i t  is.  We were on our way to the airport.  

Frank declined, said thanks, said we hav plenty of t ime, know the way. 
h e s A ,  Frank got in car,  v.B asked, "What was that all  about?" 

Frank told him the police officer had recognized him & asked if  
there was anything he could do for us.  Frank said he had 
told officer,  "Why, yes,  we'd l ike a siren escort to the airport." 
Von Braun reacted, "Oh, no!!" Police pulled off,  then Frank drove 
away. "On the way to th airport,  he said, 'You know, Frank, every 
now and then i t 's  kinda nice to be recognized. I t  makes you feel good. 
B u t  i t  s u r e  h a s  i t s  d r a w b a c k s .  I f  I  e v e r  w a n t e d  t o  g o  t o  a  h o u s e  o f  i l l  
repute,  some so-and-so would recognize me and i t  would get right back 
home." 
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lowm^aajire tape hut now is entirely too low to hear. 

le talked to everyone at ther .1. He was a team thinker an 

lovea to trave. 
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FW: It was indeed sincere 

5̂ " || Sorry. I can'Uj^his. y 

IHe thonflit abouLucuUifti 

( 
y I can get bits and pieces 

6&. Q; So it was very sincere? 

f SIDE B of TAPE/ . _j . . /%., 
PLpfCtfg tZ .  JML Of  \M^'S Sf*4f  Im WAZK <)«  

von Braun is much better known, much better liked and has a much broader clientele and 
He didn't know what to tell von contacts and friends.and I think there was a lot of jealousy 

Braun to do. (b Pud*- $(***- brlfa) 
on 

kjls {Jjtrt jus-f- -h Its* our 
There was a window of opportunity there and if'Jim had let VB go to do his thing, I think we /• 
could have aroused enough interest and enthusiasm \o put pressure on the whiteJiou.se to let us CK> 

do more than we wound up getting to do. They were not bitter enemies/ffiey kind of went their , vug 
own way. They were wnn^un nf one another., r.f ma t.;g iht»» tn^h,i —  
«Tto do very little, /WMsv v̂Wy+0d(£,, 

, Av^e, s HAAMqs Jm, OUUL U^Js o f S^., 
I told you about flight where they were in the air plane and sat across from one another and the 
steward^* asked if they would like something to drink and VB ordered Bourbon and Fletcher 
ordered a glass of milk. The Stcwardfl^broughyhe drinks and VB tipped his glass up and said 
cheers and Fletcjjer tipped his glass and VB said^its a shame your religion does not let you have a 
glass of bourbon^and Fletcher smiled and said.^its a pity religion will only let you have one wife 
too. VB said Touche and they tipped their glasses together and had their respective drinks. They 
^re ̂eryc-ord^ai Theyjojce^a lot. Had^ cordml re|at^onsh^). {/JjfVh^Uv 

•fox. a&h A,  

NdttAjJi 

UK A. 

C The sailing trip, did I tell you anything about that? What happened. VB's 60th birthday was 
coming up. He had basically decided to retire but had not announced it. And. tor hisT>irthday, 
Maria did not like the social affairs/io they were having dinner together one night and I think the t i j  . t /y 
restaurant topic came up and she said, why don't you and Frank go off and do something. <3et 
rvilf /\f* f»/\ irnu km ra •/% «\n4 <i«« «. f *1. ..i3f O — 11 J _ 1 _ a '  a l /  ^  V '  ^  • 

Uj-t/uJb tr+4\. out of town so you won't have to put up with any of that stuff. So, we talked about it and we 
started callinp his hirthdav was in Anril or late March We were in unner state NY and the 

G> 4 uf a. SJtsuuc-f 
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weather there is not warm. That is not the best time of the year to do things, so we decided on 
sailing in the Carribcan. Hans Mark could sail so VB called him and talked with him about it, 
picked a date and all that and decided that he would go too. This was all set so about 10 days 
before we were to go, Hans called VB and VB was in Alaska bear hunting with some 
congressman and Hans asked for me. So , I talked with him and he told me that he had to put 50 
odd pink slips in the mail, we are going to lay off production and he said, the date is already 
picked and 1 can not have 50 odd pink slips hit the personnel and then be out of town. So he 
canceled. We couldn't change the date, we had already picked a boat and place to go. We had 
already made a down payment. So I chased around and couldn't find anybody else to go with us. 
I couldn't find VB so I talked to some of my sailing buddies, some that I knew were good sailors 
and a couple of them thought about going but said no, they couldn't. 

1 asked what is a good book on sailing, the best book in the world, and they said Chapman's 
book. So I got the book, checked it out of the library, took it home that night, read it, studied it. 
It came in two parts, one how to sail a boat and another on how to navigate. Navigation was no 
problem. We were both pilots. We had already gotten the charts. We had everything ready to 
go so it was really just learning how to sail the boat. 

Uai SuJJJL itrufchit * iMi I ttcf IlI cents nt A* OO^Uv 
We mapped out our course and had every thing ready to go. The biggest thing 1 had to do was 
learn how to handle a 14 or 16 foot boal.J^So, von Braun got home,^nd I gave him the book and 
said, take it home and read it. I wrote down what my feelings wereyput them in an envelope and \ 
sealed them. I said tomorrow morning we will come back and open them and I want to hear 
yours. So he went home and read it and came back, stayed up most of the night, he was really 
not a night person but he read that thing and studied it and he came in the next morning about an 
Hour late and he came in and said, well, I think we can do it. So I opened my envelope and salcn 
have come to the conclusion that sailing is nothing more than soaring in slow motion in two A 

dimension. I was a glider pilot. We decided to find two more people to go with us;so another 
guy that I had hired in to the shop there in Washington and his wife who was a nurse and a good 
cook went with us. They were not sailors^either He was a crew person on a rowing team. 

x 
X 
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W i l l i a m s  

n So the four of us went and we sailed for ten days from Grenada all the way to St. Vincents and 
hack and did not have any real problems at all. We had a ball. 

Q: There was no horrible weather I trust? When was that? 
Mi 

FW: That was in the spring of '72. We kept a log and took pictures. He wrote about an 8 or 10 
page log from day to day. Wernher was the Captain. There were no scary incidences. We went 
through a couple of squalls, we did some open ocean sailing on several days. Most of the sailing, 
we were within sight of land^going from one island to the next. Normally you could see the next 
island before you lost sight of the one you were leaving. That kind of sailing was not our 
concern. Our concern was the reefs and sand bars and coral. We didn't have any scares. One 
night in Admiralty Bay, the wind picked up and we started pulling the anchor and we drifted 
about 500 yards. I got up to relieve myself and thought something moved the boat. I looked 
around and no boats were around us on either side. 

(Volume of tape sort of goes up and down and I missed some here) 

We had several rules. One was no more than one beer for lunch. We had the anchor planted 
before the sun went down. We never sailed at night. If ever in doubt, break down the sails and 
turn on the engine. Don't gel in tight quarters m over extendouMaosiUMR Nobody disagreed 
with those rules. # (uAj*L ^ • 

"To boa^ti — 12 
It was a fun trip.VWe did a lot of snorkeling, no fishing, a lot of drinking, met a lot of neat J 
people. i iinnj we ordered a case of rumfWe didn't know that they would check to make 
sure wc knew how to sail. We thought they would just give as the key and turn us loose. So, we 
really rehearsed. This was in Grenada. St. George. We passed muster. We convinced them that 
we were seasoned sailors. We used the case of rum as a signal. (Tells how they used the rum as 
a signal) We chartered the boat out of St. George Grenada and sailed around all the islands and 

&/fi 
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V, then back to Grenada and turned the boat in. 

Q: can you tell me about von Braun's relationship with Congressman Tiger Teague? 

FW: They went bear hunting m Alaska together. He and Tiger went deer hunting and turkey 
hunting and such down in Texas with Tiger. I know one of the congressman, it could have been 
a senator, went hunting in Alaska. I think another one or two went with them. He and Frank 
Boykin from Baldwin County, or Mobile, were bosom buddies. He used to go with him a lot. In 
fact. I think Boykin visited his home. 

You know Wernher loved to travel. He went to the Arctic as well as Antarctica, to the south 
pole. In fact, he ran around the south pole stark naked. That was one of the "traditions" You 
would go all the way down there and it doesn't take you that long to go around the pole. He may 
have had on snow shoes, I don't know. He pressed that he did it and I am sure that if he said 
he did it, he did it. He traveled all over Europe too. AvJL X-yJjjl . 
Q:What about Dr. von Braun's love of fine music and his own abilities with the Cello and 
Piano? (-\rur ? 

c-f 
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FW: I know he enjoyed art. Nothing specific that I can think of. He enjoyed particularly the 
classics. He did like music. His taste was more to the classical side. Thev had a great 
collection qftnn<.-ir He had a good time at the purple or 

(Talks about going to topless bar) 

FW: He had a great sense of humor. 
V IMfb UxtS-fuir 

Q: Did he discuss with you his reasons for leaving NASA? / (J 

FW: Yes. He was being wasted. It was just eating him alive. It oeally was. He shared it with 
quite a few people. He talked with Eberhard about it. He didn/run to a bar and talk or go to any 
therapist to talk but he did discuss it with some of us. He said,(I love doing things, I want to be 
active, I want to be contributing to something but the system won't let me contribute. You've 
seen it. He said, you've worked your butt off He said. 1 110 hunting and plav with thj, 

V 

congressmen and I run around the country ijte y>u stay here with your nose to the grindstone^ 
thinlr it !«; fly]! 1 ' ] ' | 1 1 1 K 1" j )tl jblltC 

I definitely understated 
•hiui ULJjunulli* Dm lit 

hm 1*. fir rnrinn I told him thet-i V intuld uii.u iIil noooxiawon 
hid n rrnrgm fir nr li n nil i 

Q: Did he anticipate when he left NASA a dismantling of the German team? 

> 

Fie moved to 
te 

FW: Whether Werhner knew anything like that, I don't remember or know. 
Fairchild with Fd^scra an old friend /The positive aspect of going to Fairch 11 d}\ 
could stay right where he was living and Maria liked living in Washington. She really did. She 
could go to concerts and plays and symphonies. She would meld right in and nobody "knew 
her" which she liked. In fact, for years after I left Washington, I would go back up and I would 
call Maria and she and I have been out to dinner several times. She was comfortable with that 
and in fact, Jean would go with me and we would call Maria and go by and have a drink with 
her, go out to dinner, go back and have coffee. She wanted Jean to sell her house and Jean said, 
Maria^I really consider that a compliment but I want to get you the very best person for that job. 
She did, she got her the leading salesman for the job and told the salesman to give her a break on 

\^your commission. She got top dollar on that house. We exchange Christmas cards still. 

(Talking about the book on Milton Cummings now) 

m , # J 
Q: Any specific instances involving Maria come to mind? 

FW: She loved kids. She loved her kids^She loved kids in general. In fact, she used to baby sit 
quite a few of the neighbors kids in Washington and she love doing that. She in fact fixed her 
kitchen in a Rube Goldberg fashion so the kids could not get into any of the cabinets. The way 
she had it done was clever but it was her little inventioa She had toys and things for the kids 
and looked forward to keeping the kids. It wasn't that she made money, it was just having and 
helping. She was a good story teller 
Sound fades here. 

Sr. 



FW: Von Braun was a very social person. He liked all kinds of people. He didn't push Maria 
to be more outgoing. He accepted it and that was that. 

END OF TAPE 

* 




