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0630 hrs (local time), March 19, 1968:  I'm starting this journal without knowing exactly what will become of it.  It may be destroyed, or I may be allowed to keep it, but I have had the habit for a long time, and my circumstances now suggest that recording these events may be advisable.  I am sitting now in a dingy passenger cabin on a large cargo ship, having boarded yesterday under orders.  The ship's name, painted on the front, is Cavalier, but it was obvious that this new name was recently painted on as I boarded.  I am, or rather was, a communications officer at the U.S. Naval Station at Guam, under command of the Naval Forces Marianas.  A few days ago, I and several other officers were ordered to prepare to change our station to a large cargo ship that had just arrived in port.  We were not given many details, and the operation was treated with high secrecy, but not classified in any official manner, which is why I feel justified in keeping this journal.  We are to set sail in about three hours, according to a schedule I have seen, but aside from that, I have no other details.  We are apparently heading south.  After we get underway, there is supposed to be a briefing for us.  The crew seems to be a mix of Navy and civilian people, and I saw a large group of what looked like scientists housed near the aft of the ship.
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2045 hrs (local time), March 19, 1968:  The briefing this morning cleared up most of our confusion.  They took us aft and showed us what was under the huge tarpaulins there:  the stages of a large rocket, apparently a new model called the Saturn V, designed for manned orbital launches and supposedly suitable for lunar flights.  After the tragedy last year, NASA had to put its public manned launches on hold, but the fact is that they need to keep testing manned flights or they're afraid they'll get left behind by the Russians.  They're calling it “Project Paean,” supposedly after an old name for, or maybe a son of the Greek god Apollo.  Nobody seems to be sure which it is.  We're headed south to an island near the equator, where they're setting up a launch facility.  On board are two men who will be the first to orbit the moon, as well as all of the NASA men they'll need to run the mission.  I and the other Navy officers are here as support in various roles.  They told us we can expect to arrive at the launch facility in around seventy-two hours.  At our current speed, which I estimate at approximately 15 knots, that would put the facility about a thousand miles away from Guam.
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0530 hrs, March 23, 1968:  We arrived at the island last night.  Today they are planning to unload the pieces of the rocket and begin assembly on the pad, which has already been constructed.  I'll be working in the mission control room, helping to coordinate their efforts and learning as much as I can in the short time we have.  The schedule they showed us last night said the rocket should be ready for launch in less than two weeks.  It seems like an ambitious schedule to me—the number of men and amount of equipment we have seem barely sufficient, and the weather is relentlessly hot and humid—even worse than Guam, but this kind of overestimation of how much we can get done isn't rare among the brass where I come from, and I suppose NASA isn't much different, when you get right down to it.

––––––––
[image: ]


2050 hrs, March 25, 1968:  The construction is underway, and everyone not directly tasked with that are training for hours every day, in addition to our other duties.  The two astronauts were a pair of Navy lieutenants—test pilots—before NASA picked them up.  John Travers and Ben Kemp are spending their time in a mock orbital module, going through the motions again and again, planning for all contingencies.  The mission control group, myself included, are going over mock missions and learning the capabilities of the launch vehicle from top to bottom, so that we can provide support and advice no matter what happens up there, but the stars are Travers and Kemp.  Once they're out of our reach, it's all in their hands.
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2120 hrs, March 28, 1968:  I have to hand it to those guys.  The construction of the rocket on the pad is moving faster than I thought possible.  Everyone is working efficiently and morale is high, and I'm not surprised.  We're a part of something big.  They have the first stage ready, and the cranes were working on the second stage for most of today.  The mission is supposed to last a little over six days, and take the two astronauts into a bow-tie path around the moon and back to Earth.  By now, they've finished all of the initial training for the four burns—one at launch, two around the moon, and one at re-entry, so they're spending their time taking apart and putting back together every instrument that will be on their orbital module.  They'll train for the burns again right before launch.
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2240 hrs, March 31, 1968:  All of us on the mission control team just had dinner with the two astronauts.  The fish were fresher than we usually got in Guam, but we didn't have as many good cooks.  In any case, we were in high spirits, since the construction of the third stage of the rocket is well underway and we've somehow managed to be ahead of schedule.  Travers is kind of quiet, but Kemp was happy to see a bunch of Navy people on the mission control team, and we all spent hours chatting before one of the higher-ups broke it up and ordered us all to get some rest.  A few days ago, I wouldn't have said I thought things would go this smoothly, but I'm happy to have been wrong.  Even the NASA crew seems happy, though it's hard to follow some of those eggheads when they get going.  It's back to work tomorrow morning—they have us Navy guys taking apart and putting back together all of the instruments on the orbiter now, just in case one of the astronauts needs advice in flight.
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2130 hrs, April 2, 1968:  The rocket is almost done.  From what I heard, they expect to finish tomorrow.  That puts us a few days ahead of schedule.  The launch is supposed to happen on the seventh, weather permitting.  Travers and Kemp are starting the last stage of their training the day after tomorrow, after the command module is installed.  Everyone is feeling proud but tired.  The brass and the scientists seem tense but satisfied.  I think everyone is a little worried about having a repeat of last year, but Travers and Kemp seem unfazed, sanguine even.  I guess that's why they're the ones going into the rocket.  A lot of test pilots are like that—unflappable.  It's a good trait, but one I was never too strong on, myself.  Give me a radio, a bunch of coaxial cable, some transistors, a soldering iron—that's where I like to be.  Travers and Kemp, in contrast, seem happiest at the cold end of a big ball of fire.
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2245 hrs, April 5, 1968:  We had one last dinner all together tonight.  Everyone has trained about as much as we're going to be able to, but the tension is slowly ratcheting up as the crucial time gets closer.  Somehow we manage to be pretty happy even though we might be resting on the edge of a knife.  Tomorrow, Travers and Kemp are finishing up their preparations for the launch, and the mission control team starts counting down.  The weather forecast says it will be clear and calm on the morning of the seventh, when they're going up, assuming it's right.  As I sit here, I can hear all of the bugs chirping and buzzing and it just doesn't seem real.  The day after tomorrow, two men are going up to fly around the moon.  It's amazing.  I remember looking at the rocket around sunset and the imposing shadow it cast across the whole facility was overwhelming.
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1245 hrs, April 7, 1968:  The launch went off exactly as planned.  The sun was just coming over the horizon, the sky was clear, and the air was calm and crisp when the countdown ended and the rocket started its first burn.  The radio chatter was surprisingly level-headed and Travers and Kemp were excited—you could hear it in their voices as they went up.  It felt like all of us in mission control had our eyes glued to the rocket as it went up, even though we had to keep eyes on the readouts and displays.  Finally, as the final burn finished and pushed them out of reach of Earth and towards the moon, we all sighed with relief, including Travers and Kemp.  You could hear it in their voices
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