Riding A Pogo Stick
I was old enough to know better. I certainly was beyond the age of playing
"fighter pilot".
At the time I was still on active duty assigned to the Gemini Launch Vehicle
Program Office which provided the booster to the NASA for its second Manned
Space Program.
The Gemini booster was a modified Titan II ICBM, adapted for use as a
manned space launch vehicle. The Titan II was still in the final stages of flight
testing when the Gemini program was just getting started. The flight test results
indicated that, due to a coupling and feedback in the tankage, feed line and
engines, there was a longitudinal oscillation in the structure that appeared during
the early part of the flight. The one phase of this condition which had the Manned
Space people concerned occurred at about 35,000 ft, the amplitude was plus and
minus 4g, at 12 cycles per second (cps) and lasted for about 12-15 seconds.
Martin-Baltimore, the prime contractor, had set up one of their big shake tables
with an instrumented astronaut seat. The back of the seat was fixed to the table
so that the 4g oscillation was put into a test rider up and down through his chest.
This would approximate the position of the astronauts during the boost phase.
One evening while out on the town with some of my Martin counterparts, one
of them mentioned this experiment to me and the fact that they needed some
volunteers. I told him I could fly anything, including an astronaut’s seat mounted
on a shake table or the crate it came in. Naturally I was aided and abetted by John
Barleycorn. I like to think that, had I been sober, I would have taken a more prudent
approach. The next morning while I was sitting around nursing a hangover, my
companion of the night before came up and said, "We're all ready for you. Let's
go." I had a vague recollection of volunteering for something, but was too
embarrassed to admit that I didn't know what he was talking about. I chose to play
along as if I had been expecting him. That was a mistake.
When we got to the test lab, a doctor who was in attendance gave me a cursory
physical examination, fastened a bunch of sensors to my chest and then the test
technicians put me into a flying suit and before I knew it, I was in the astronaut's
seat. They gave me some cues and what my responses were to be. There were
several analog meters and a couple of lights staring back at me. When prompted
by a light I was supposed to call out certain readings on the meters. The idea was
to provide a crude measure of my ability to operate under various conditions during
the simulated flight. Finally, a small box with a push button switch was put into my
right hand with the instruction that I could abort the test, if necessary, by hitting
that switch.
I guess the reason why I wasn't terrified is that I just didn’t understand. I was
familiar with a 4g load generated during a pull-up type of maneuver from my years
of flying fighter aircraft. I knew that I could take that level of force with a little
stomach tightening and grunting with no more serious result than a momentary
graying or blacking out. But this was not the same. An oscillatory load was
something else again, which I was soon to learn first hand. There was a little more
fiddling around, calibrating things. Then they fired it up and started me through the
1

Riding A Pogo Stick
flight profile. The early part of the flight posed no problem - a low amplitude, 150
cps seemed little more than a buzzing. Then in my earphones I heard the warning
that the 4g segment of the flight was starting. What a shock. My head was
unrestrained but I had on a Navy Flight helmet. My head felt like someone had me
by the ears and was banging my head against a stone wall very rapidly. I really
couldn’t see the gauges and lights I was supposed to be responding to. About the
time I decided I couldn't take any more and was going to hit the "pickle" button to
stop the test, it was over. I was a pretty shaky young man when I climbed down.
I wasn’t the only one. I learned that a sensor on my chest had come loose, causing
my heart trace on one of the scopes to go to zero. The doctor, who thought my
heart had stopped, was as white as I was!
I had trouble seeing out of one eye for a couple of days afterwards. I also
found out that the natural resonant frequency of the eyeballs and the testicles is
about 12 cps so I guess I was really twanging. One of the test technicians who
watched me during the test said that the skin on my face looked like a washboard
because of the standing waves. Needless to say, the problem was corrected for
the Gemini booster. The propulsion system was detuned by installing a kind of
accumulator/ surge suppresser in the feed lines. I think for the manned flights,
they had it down to ±.25g.
Apparently whatever damage suffered by my eyeballs was only temporary.
As to the other, I think that nine children were enough; besides, if it weren't for that
experiment, who knows what the world's population might be?
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