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RRECOLLECTIONS OF WWERNHER VON BBRAUN�—�—TTHE RROCKET MMAN

by Ed Buckbee

Historians have embraced few
uncommonly gifted scientists�—think
in the caliber of Galileo and Thomas
Edison�—as well as few uncommonly
gifted managers. So reasonably, histori-
ans have rarely welcomed an individual
who is equally gifted in both disci-
plines. Wernher von Braun, considered
by many to be one of the most success-
ful and effective mangers of a U.S.
peacetime technology program, was
certainly such an individual.

Von Braun was a man who com-
mitted heart and soul to living in a new
frontier. His words, �“Late to bed, early
to rise, work like heck and advertise,�”
aptly described his approach to secur-
ing his dream. Von Braun, the rocket
scientist and visionary of space flight,
convinced presidents and congressmen
to spend millions exploring space for
peaceful purposes. Von Braun�’s elo-
quence and resolve were renowned and
unrelenting, even after landing men on
the Moon.

During the height of the Saturn-
Apollo program, von Braun imple-
mented a particularly effective man-
agement tool: the Weekly Notes. The
Notes were his direct channel with his
laboratory directors and project man-
agers. The subjects covered in the
Notes can be categorized as program-
matic, strategic, institutional, political
or sometimes humorous. 

Here is how it worked: each per-
son would turn in a one-page report�—
they were restricted to one page�—on
Friday or early Monday. The report, not
a bureaucratic form, was to document
what occurred in that laboratory or
project office during the prior week.
Input was collected from each of the
subordinate organizations. As the docu-
ment was passed through Marshall
Space Flight Center�’s chain of com-
mand, additions or deletions were
made based upon the importance of the

issue. Once received by von Braun, he
read and made notations on each of the
reports (in most cases within 24 hours)
and returned them by courier to the
directors and managers.

Von Braun�’s notations would
always include his initial, �‘B�’, the date
that he read the report, and a check
mark at the end of each paragraph to
indicate he had read every word. His
notations were addressed to the
sender�—mostly abbreviated�—within
the paragraph of the subject being dis-
cussed. Von Braun corrected mis-
spellings and any other information
submitted incorrectly. His handwritten
notes were clear, concise, and gram-
matically correct. Often, his notes were
directed to someone else to take action
or returned to the sender with specific
instructions. The sender would respond
with his personal notations and return
the same report to von Braun. 

Von Braun�’s comments included
more than corrections. He also provid-
ed encouragement and suggestions
regarding progress in his rocket facto-
ry. Sometimes, he requested briefings
in order to be better informed on sub-
jects new to him. He constantly advised
his people of changing strategies and
politics of the day and encouraged
them to go directly to a higher level of
management to expedite problem solv-
ing. He kept abreast of new and innova-
tive technologies in the fields of rock-
etry and space flight. Especially, he
loved to examine new equipment and
operate man-in-the-loop simulators. It
was common knowledge that if some-
one were peddling a new space related
prototype and it could be driven, flown,
or floated, they could bring it to
Marshall.  If von Braun gave it a test
run, there was likely a sale. 

Von Braun understood and val-
ued the talents and skills of his people
and often gave the same problem to
more than one to solve, thus establish-
ing more than one solution. He sought

opinions and advice, always prefacing
his requests with, �“Please,�” and offered
apologies for being short, harsh, or too
abrupt with a colleague. His ire could
be raised when people failed to report a
problem in a timely manner or offered
sloppy workmanship or �“goofs�” as he
might call them, but he took care not to
�“shoot the messenger.�” He readily
offered guidance to improve proce-
dures and prevent a re-occurrence and
was quick to congratulate those organi-
zations and individuals who succeeded
and surpassed milestone events. He
never failed to write letters of condo-
lences to families who lost loved ones.

He often asked to be kept
informed, �“because I'm greatly interest-
ed,�” or �“lay-on a one-hour briefing for
me on that subject.�” Or, he might use
the expression �“presto-prompto�”
regarding the urgency of a matter.
�“How can I help you with this prob-
lem?�” was one of his favorites. He
often offered to write letters to contrac-
tors who were falling behind schedule,
reminding them they were on the �“crit-
ical path�” of the lunar landing program.

Some of the most interesting
notes are between von Braun and Heinz
H. Koelle, the head of future projects.
During the early �’60s, Koelle and von
Braun discussed exciting new pro-
grams like Nova, a space station,
manned missions to Mars, and electric
and nuclear powered rocket stages.
These were real projects being studied
by the von Braun team at the same time
the Saturn family of space vehicles was
being developed. One of von Braun's
challenges during the early �’60s was
the transformation of the Marshall cen-
ter from a rocket arsenal to a research,
development, and industrial operations
center. The von Braun team brought to
the United States an in-house rocket
design and fabrication capability that
was accepted and expanded by the U.S.
Army at Redstone Arsenal. Upon trans-
fer of the team to NASA in 1960, von

The Weekly Notes
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Braun began an effort to change his
one-stop rocket factory to a more
diversified organization.

With the growing interest by
U.S. industry in building space
hardware for the lunar landing pro-
gram, von Braun found it necessary
to add an industry management
team. He opened assembly and test
facilities in Mississippi and
Louisiana, and began awarding con-
tracts across the nation to the big
aircraft and missile corporations.
This required a major change in the
way many of his laboratories func-
tioned. As can be seen in the Weekly
Notes, it was painful for many of his
people to relinquish to contractors
the fabrication of rocket  compo-
nents previously done in-house.
Further, it required the labs to have
�“penetration people,�” Marshall
engineers residing at the contractor
plants, serving as the eyes and ears
of Marshall. Von Braun was con-
stantly reminding his lab directors
to devote more time and effort to
advancing the state of the art of
rocket technology and developing
new vehicles. Von Braun was suc-
cessful in transforming his rocket
factory into a premier space vehicle
research and development organiza-
tion with a strong industry manage-
ment team.

Von Braun combined his natu-
ral communication skills with disci-
plined deadlines and regular follow-
up to bring out the same skills in his
Marshall team. The result was a
very motivated, cohesive group and
an impressive collection of Weekly
Notes�—about 10,000 pages�—all
read by von Braun! 

I�’ve no doubt that if von
Braun were alive today, he would be
tweeting, texting, emailing, and
video-conferencing with his team
and partners, all on a regular basis.
A further thought, had he been with
us over these last several years, per-
haps those texts and emails would
reveal that man had already estab-
lished a Mars colony and journeyed
even  farther to advance the space
frontier.

Sample quotes from the
Weekly Notes:

To Walter Haeussermann who has
replied with a negative report: �“I
guess I haven�’t had any notes from
Astrionics for 3 or 4 weeks. Have
you stopped working, has your
placed burned down or is it that you
simply have no problems?�” 

To Hans Maus, concerning doing
work for NASA-Houston: �“Do we
get reimbursed for this work?
Houston (NASA) never misses an
opportunity to put their hand in our
pocket. I think we should recipro-
cate.�”

To his deputy, Harry Gorman, being
informed that Marshall Space
Flight Center may have a janitorial
strike: �“Get me a broom. I'll sweep
my own office.�”

To Werner Kuers, requesting a
briefing on the latest development
in rocket fabrication: �“Request a
briefing on this subject by the most
knowledgeable people we have.
Please arrange.�”

To Fred Cline regarding a report
that an employee failed to recog-
nize a corrosion material: �“Who
goofed? Please see to it that proce-
dures are tightened. P.S. I�’m not
interested in name of culprit. I am
interested in steps to prevent recur-
rence.�”

To Jim Bramlet / Matt Urland when
informed that Boeing had submitted
a Saturn V booster change order for
several million dollars: �“What's
going on here? If Boeing keeps
operating like this, we'll be broke in
no time!�”

To Karl Heimberg when informed
delivery of Moon rocket engines
was delayed: �“Just to remind you
that you are on the Critical Path.�”

About the Author

Ed Buckbee is an author, lecturer, and
director emeritus who has been associated
with the U.S. space program for four
decades. He continues to be a part of
America�’s space program as a advocate of
human spaceflight.

A journalism-business management
major at West Virginia University,
Morgantown, West Virginia, he was commis-
sioned as a regular Army officer in 1958 and
served at the U. S. Army Missile Command,
Redstone Arsenal, Alabama and U.S. Special
Forces, Ft. Bragg, North Carolina. In 1961,
he transferred to the newly formed NASA-
Marshall Space Flight Center and began
working in the early days of the Apollo-
Saturn manned lunar landing program. He
served as an information specialist in the
public affairs office during the Mercury,
Gemini, and Apollo programs. He wrote and
produced a TV series titled, �“Today in
Space.�”  In conjunction with the National Air
and Space Museum, he started the first arti-
facts program at the Marshall center. The last
position he held at the center was coordina-
tor of the space museum project responsible
for collecting hardware to be displayed at the
new museum and directing the design. 

In 1968, Buckbee was selected by
Wernher von Braun to develop, assemble,
and manage the space museum later to
become the U.S. Space and Rocket Center.
Buckbee collected and assembled the first
complete Saturn V rocket ever to be on pub-
lic exhibit. He became the von Braun fami-
ly�’s representative and curator in the estab-
lishment of the Wernher von Braun memora-
bilia, supervising the transfer and set-up of
the collection, and serving as its curator until
retiring in 1994.

Buckbee, with von Braun, conceived
the U.S. Space Camp and Aviation
Challenge, programs designed to motivate
young people to pursue studies in math and
science. Over 500,000 students and teachers
from seventy countries have attended educa-
tional programs that Buckbee established
and managed.

Working with the Mercury Seven
astronauts and their families, Buckbee con-
ceived and developed the first exhibit with
personal artifacts, telling the story of
America�’s original astronauts at the U. S.
Astronaut Hall of Fame and Space Camp
near NASA�’s Kennedy Space Center,
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Florida. Buckbee was permitted access
to each of the Mercury astronaut fami-
lies�’ collection of memorabilia to select
appropriate items for public exhibit. He
collaborated with his long-time friend,
the late Wally Schirra, on a book titled,
The REAL Space Cowboys, a tribute to
the Mercury astronauts.

A former president of the NASA-
MSFC Alumni Association, Buckbee is
the recipient of several national awards
including the NASA Distinguished
Public Service Medal, Department of
Army Distinguished Civilian Service
Award, Yuri Gagarin Cosmonaut
Medal, National Space Club Media
Award, and Jimmy Doolittle Award. In
2007, he was named along with
Wernher von Braun to the Space
Camp�’s Hall of Fame.

Weekly Notes excerpts courtesy of Ed Buckbee


