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Interviewee: Mr. Georg von Tiesenhausen 

Interviewer: Dr. Michael Neufeld 

Location: Huntsville, Alabama 

Date: January 22, 1990 

TAPE 1, SIDE 1 

DR. NEUFELD: Can you state your full name, your birth date, place 
of birth? 

MR. von TIESENHAUSEN: My name is Georg von Tiesenhausen. I was 
born on May 18th, 1914, in Riga, Latvia. I was raised in Germany 
near Hamburg. 

NEUFELD: How long were you in Riga? 

TIESENHAUSEN: We had to flee in 1919 when the revolution started 
there and thus came to Germany, where we had friends and 
relatives. 

NEUFELD: Your parents and you, you have a noble title, name, 
right? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. My family goes back to 1198. We colonized 
large areas of eastern Europe to a large extent, especially 
Latvia, and played a great role there in the history of that 
country. We got the title of nobility about 16--1700, around 
there. In Germany, we moved to Hamburg, near Hamburg, where I 
went to school and where I stayed through my whole adolescent 
years. I finished high school and went to engineering college, 
studying mechanical engineering. 

NEUFELD: As far as your background is concerned, your family held 
the title of Freiherr or--? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, Baron or Freiherr, which is equivalent. 

NEUFELD: And your father, what did he do in Latvia, and what did 
he do after you had to flee? 

TIESENHAUSEN: In Latvia we owned several very large plantations 
with an extensive agricultural export. After our flight from 
Latvia, my father became a forest ranger in Germany. My mother 
worked at the American Consulate General in Hamburg as secretary 
to the Consul General. My mother was born in Scotland. I was 
raised multilingual. Actually, there were four languages. In 
Latvia we talked English, German, Latvian and Russian. And at 
the age of four I knew exactly to whom to talk which language. 
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NEUFELD: Yes, that's an ability that a lot of people envy. It's 
only in eastern Europe where there are so many languages that you 
often see so many multilingual people. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. My studies were interrupted by an active 
period at the German Wehrmacht between 1936 and '38, and I 
continued studies until the outbreak of the war. 

NEUFELD: You went to a gymnasium? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Realschule, Oberrealschule. 

NEUFELD: Which is more technically scientifically oriented. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. Right. My enthusiasm for rockets started at 
the age of about 15. I saw the famous movie 11 Girl in the Moon, 11 

11 Frau im Mond, 11 which many of my colleagues saw too. I saw it 
about 20 times until I almost knew each frame by heart. And at 
that time I decided that's what I want to do for the rest of my 
life. 

NEUFELD: That would have been, I know the movie premiered in 
October 1929. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: So you saw it as soon as it came out? 

TIESENHAUSEN: When it came out, I saw it about 20 times. 

NEUFELD: So that would be at the end of 1929 into 1930. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. I was about 15 or so, yes. The movie was 
directed by Fritz Lang. It was an UFA movie. And a woman, Thea 
von Harbou, was the writer. I know every detail. Fritz Lang 
came to Huntsville in the sixties and played his silent movie for 
us again. 

NEUFELD: I saw it. Actually, an American version of it. A 
version was re-made recently with English subtitles and with sort 
of piano music for a sound track. I've seen a tape of that. 

TIESENHAUSEN: It made a tremendous impression on me. And that 
turned me to space flight. I was drafted to the war, to the air 
force, when the war started. I went through various countries of 
Europe and ended up at the Russian front, finally. In 1941 
Hitler called back all the engineers because he seemed to have 
realized he couldn't win the war with available technology. So 
out of the Russian front, out of the deepest mess, I was called 
back. I could finish my studies in Hamburg. 
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NEUFELD: Okay. Let me backtrack a little here. There's a lot of 
detail I want to get. You graduated from Oberrealschule. It 
would probably have been? 

TIESENHAUSEN: '33. 

NEUFELD: '33 . Okay. And you went to engineering school 
immediately? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No, then I worked for a company, Bergdorfer Iron 
Works. Financially I had a big problem, studying and so on. And 
then I was drafted. Everybody had to serve two years in the 
army. 

NEUFELD: So you had gone to university between? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No, not yet . 

NEUFELD: You were drafted in '36? 

TIESENHAUSEN: '36 to '38. And '38, I finally could go to my 
engineering college, to '39. 

NEUFELD: Where did you go? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Hamburg. 

NEUFELD: So you didn't go to a Technische Hochschule. 

TIESENHAUSEN: No, I didn't. 

NEUFELD: Did the University of Hamburg have engineering? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. Correct. And then I was drafted, and like I 
said, I was called back in '41 to finish my studies, '41, '42, 
'43. I graduated '43 in mechanical engineering. And then I was 
examined in Berlin-Adlershof. The air force had a major 
institute there. They checked me out, and my papers received a 
big stamp 11 Peenemunde. 11 I had no idea what it meant. So when I 
arrived at Peenemunde, my wildest dreams had come true. 

NEUFELD: So you were not aware at all, you hadn't even heard 
rumors about rockets. 

TIESENHAUSEN: No. It was very secret. 

NEUFELD: In mechanical engineering, what did you specialize in? 
When you were in mechanical engineering school, did you have any 
particular direction? 

TIESENHAUSEN: You may not believe it; I graduated with the design 
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[and] construction of the major steam engine. So I was raised in 
the age of the steam engine. Quite a ways from there to rockets! 

NEUFELD: Yes. 

TIESENHAUSEN: But you see, the German engineering education is 
very thorough, very thorough. So arriving at Peenemunde, I 
immediately was tied in into ongoing projects without many 
questions asked, and the area then was test stands, rocket and 
engine test stands. You noticed my papers concentrate on that 
aspect. 

NEUFELD: No, let me get some information. You came in what month 
of 1943? 

TIESENHAUSEN: April. 

NEUFELD: So you were assigned in April, '43. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, April. I graduated in March '43. It was my 
first job. Wernher von Braun was my first big boss. 

NEUFELD: So when you came, you went up there in April '43 not 
knowing exactly what you were going to, and your first impression 
was what? 

TIESENHAUSEN: My first impression was a feeling of awe. My 
dreams of rockets into space--at that time the V-2 was for me an 
awfully big rocket. And the launches were awesome. So I was 
there, head over heels in a number of projects. Now, at that 
time, Peenemunde had about approximately 10,000 people or so 
under Wernher von Braun. I met him soon after I came. He 
greeted all the people who came new, newcomers. We found out 
that we are related at a great distance, related, cousins. 

NEUFELD: Through sort of the family relationships of the 
aristocracy in eastern Europe. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, right. Yes. 

NEUFELD: Because I know that he was--

TIESENHAUSEN: A Silesian, yes. 

NEUFELD: Yes, but the family goes back to Schlesien, but he grew 
up in Pommern. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, right. 

NEUFELD: And Posen. 
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TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. They are Silesian, yes. So, the working 
conditions in Peenemunde were very hard, 12 hours a day, Saturday 
half a day, and I was a soldier. You see, I was called back from 
the Russian front. I was Unteroffizier, corporal. 

NEUFELD: You were an NCO, noncommissioned officer? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No . 

NEUFELD: Noncommissioned officer. 

TIESENHAUSEN: So in Peenemunde I had a choice between my military 
salary and the civilian salary. I took the civilian because it 
was more. But we had to wear uniforms. 

NEUFELD: Were you in the Versuchskommando Nord or in this air 
force unit, the Flakversuchstelle? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No--the Flakversuchstelle, yes. Versuchskommando 
Nord was the army. 

NEUFELD: Okay. I keep waylaying you to get more information, but 
you were in the Luftwaffe on the eastern front mostly, right? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: And what position did you hold; what was your role? 

TIESENHAUSEN: I was member of the signal corps. We built 
communications between the tanks which were furthest advanced 
weapons, and the dive bomber squads, who were further back. As 
soon as the tanks got stuck, they wanted to call in the dive 
bombers to clear the area, and my unit was to make, to establish 
and maintain that communication. 

NEUFELD: I have a friend who's working on the history of the 
Luftwaffe on the eastern front who'd be very interested in that. 

TIESENHAUSEN: I was a member of the Air Corps 8, Richthofen. It 
was named after the nephew of the Red Baron. Richthofen. 

NEUFELD: That was Luftwaffe --

TIESENHAUSEN: Luftwaffe, Fliegerkorps VIII. 

NEUFELD: But that was only until late in 1941, when you came 
back. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. Right. 

NEUFELD: So you came back to Hamburg. 
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TIESENHAUSEN: So my job saved my life, I am pretty sure. 

NEUFELD: Okay, so you came back in 1941. You were sort of put in 
a kind of duty where you did not--you still were officially part 
of the Luftwaffe, but you studied as a student. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. But I studied. Yes, right. I was allowed to 
complete my studies. 

NEUFELD: Did you have to wear a uniform in that period of time? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No, I didn't. I had civilian clothes. 

NEUFELD: You were temporarily released. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, right. Yes. 

NEUFELD: So you were assigned to Flakversuchstelle, Karlshagen. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. It had all kinds of names. 
Elektromechanische Werke. Flakversuchstelle. I don't know 
what else. 

NEUFELD: Yes, Elektromechanische Werke was when Peenemunde was 
converted into a corporation--

TIESENHAUSEN: --right at the end, yes. 

NEUFELD: --in 1944. But the Flakversuchstelle is something that 
I need to know more about. So you were assigned to this unit. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. Now, I was not separated from the A-4 people 
because I was in the area of test facilities and launch 
facilities, and those were combined. I worked in both areas, 
V-2, A-4 and Wasserfall, depending on the need. So I was located 
in Haus 4 [House 4], the famous Haus 4 where Wernher von Braun 
also was. 

NEUFELD: That was the headquarters. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Headquarters, yes. Besides my wife worked also 
there. Between my exam as an engineer, the written and oral 
exam, I married. It took a nerve. Anyway--

NEUFELD: Did you meet her at Peenemunde? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No, at Hamburg. We were married in Hamburg. And 
when I was delegated to Peenemunde, I wanted to have her with me. 
The only way to do that was to get her a job there. So she 
worked at the wind tunnel. She got a job at the wind tunnel with 
Dr. Hermann and others there. So we survived the air raid, which 
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in itself is a big story, barely survived it, and we were 
transferred then after the attack to Marz-Rohrbach, that is at 
the Austrian-Hungarian border. There I had the job to recreate 
the Wasserfall test stand from memory because all the drawings 
were destroyed. 

NEUFELD: Okay. Now, before you go on, just for information, you 
were transferred to Austria. It was in Austria, was it? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: And you stayed there for the rest of the war? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No. No. 

NEUFELD: Or just for a short time? 

TIESENHAUSEN: About three months only. 

NEUFELD: Okay. Now, I want to first recontruct this 
Flakversuchstelle and how it worked. You came, reported I assume 
when you got there to somebody in command in Flakversuchstelle, 
and they immediately started. Did they assign you to a job or--? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. My immediate boss was Bernhard Tessmann, and 
Karl Heimburg, who also had the test stands, so I worked for 
him. I had to design new test stands. Tessmann and Heimburg 
were my--

NEUFELD: So as far as this thing is concerned, because one of the 
things I do want to work out is the issue of Luftwaffe-army 
cooperation and how close it was and whether there were any 
problems. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Okay. 

NEUFELD: So you were immediately assigned to a job in test 
stands. It was not necessarily Wasserfall. It could be 
Wasserfall, could be A-4, anything else. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, right. The same design office covered both 
in that area. 

NEUFELD: And the people who were assigned to the unit, 
Flakversuchstelle unit, they did not, or the Wasserfall design 
people, they did not congregate in any particular location? They 
were mixed in with the organization? 

TIESENHAUSEN: That is correct. There is another aspect which was 
very interesting. The officers and enlisted men who worked as 
engineers had often a different rank order as professionals than 
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as military people. So outside the job, there was a lieutenant 
or colonel or whatever and the GI. During the job, the GI may be 
the boss. Heimburg was one. And under him, he had officers. 
And I must say that worked splendidly. There was no problem. 

NEUFELD: I've heard other people tell me that sometimes they did 
run into problems. But not in your office? 

TIESENHAUSEN: I had to go on a duty trip, for instance, once, and 
one of my people, he was allowed to travel first class, while I 
had to travel fourth class, you know, because he was an officer, 
you see. It didn't bother me. But some people may have been 
upset about it. I wasn't. So if I recall it correctly, I 
haven't seen any problems in this whole setup. And it worked 
really well from my point of view. 

NEUFELD: Now, this may be a little bit outside your immediate 
experience, but was there a concentrated location where a lot of 
Luftwaffe people were together? Was there a Wasserfall design 
office, or--? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. There was. There was. First, the people 
had different quarters. The army people had their barracks, 
which were bombed, by the way. And so had the air force people 
but at a different site, more to the west. Peenemunde West was 
air force. 

NEUFELD: Did you first go there? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No, I never was there. Now, we had a choice, to 
have private quarters. Since I had my wife there, I got 
permission to move out of the barracks and rent a room. 

NEUFELD: So you did live in these barracks? 

TIESENHAUSEN: At the beginning, yes. 

NEUFELD: Just for a short time. 

TIESENHAUSEN: For a short time. Fortunately. 

NEUFELD: And the barracks were on the Peenemunde-West 
installation, not Peenemunde-Ost? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No, there were barracks on both. 
Peenemunde-Ost barracks 

I lived in the 

NEUFELD: At that time there was a fence between West and East? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No. Not to my recollection. 
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NEUFELD: Somebody mentioned there being a fence at some point. 

TIESENHAUSEN: I don't remember that . 

NEUFELD: Blocking West, East, but as far as you're concerned, you 
passed back and forth between the Luftwaffe and army sides of the 
installation. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Oh, yes. 

NEUFELD: As if there was no difference. 

TIESENHAUSEN: That's correct, yes. I don't recall any 
communication problem. As a matter of fact, we had to 
communicate with both very frequently because, like I said, 
the design office covered both aspects of testing, Wasserfall 
as well as A-4. 

NEUFELD: And as far as the Luftwaffe's role was concerned, you 
didn't notice any friction at all between Luftwaffe and army. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Not to my recollection. We were so busy. We were 
also enthusiastic about the work we did. There may have been 
here and there some frictions, but nothing apparent. And I must 
say, much credit goes to Wernher von Braun. He was in his early 
thirties master over 10,000 people. And it was just out of this 
world how he managed this--very personally. And I think his 
spirit penetrated the whole installation. 

NEUFELD: You first met him right after you got there? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Shortly after, yes. 

NEUFELD: Your first impression? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Of admiration. When he talked to you, that's all 
that mattered at the moment. He talked directly to you. 
Everything else was out, and nobody ever interrupted him when he 
talked to you or listened to you. He was a great listener. He 
always responded to questions, suggestions. He was always open, 
never remote, somewhere up there, he was never remote. He was 
always there. So I think his spirit sort of penetrated the team, 
and this is why his team lasted so long, here too. A phenomenon. 
He was a phenomenon. 

NEUFELD: Can you elaborate further? In what ways did he win the 
loyalty of people, at Peenemunde particularly? Also how did that 
affect Luftwaffe-army relations? 

TIESENHAUSEN: A number of things. A number of things. Sometimes 
little things. He remembered names in a phenomenal way. He may 
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not have seen you for a year or two, and says, "Hey, you know, 
how's your wife and son?" He gave recognition immediately. He 
had a magnetic personality. He had--I talked at the von Braun 
forum here a few months ago about him, and I said, "He and 
John F. Kennedy had a lot in common, personality-wise." He was 
capable of creating enthusiasm for things, by his own enthusiasm. 
People had unlimited confidence in him, that we could accomplish 
the things that we set out to do. Unlimited confidence. And we 
were never disappointed. He was a great politician, which was 
very important in Nazi Germany and later here, of course, also. 
He knew every Congressman and Senator by first name, had lunch 
with them. He was a great politician. He was a great engineer 
and scientist. You have heard about the famous "Day of Wisdom" 
at Peenemunde? 

NEUFELD: Yes. 

TIESENHAUSEN: That was his way of working. He immediately 
penetrated all the garbage and got down to the critical area in 
the discussion, saw immediately, and came up with solutions. He 
could coordinate a meeting of dozens of scientists and engineers 
with different opinions that in a relatively short time one 
opinion emerged. He could summarize all that was said in such a 
way that everybody agreed, yes, yes. He had that gift. So it 
became very quickly apparent to me that there was a superior 
person at the steering wheel of this organization. It became 
very apparent, when the end came, when we had to get out of 
Peenemunde, and you can read up about that in various sources, 
how we got away there with falsified papers and all that, and he 
played the political game so that, for instance, we worked until 
the last minute, early '45 and spring '45, as if we had all the 
time in the world to do things. That had to be done for 
political reasons. We were under the threat of being eliminated 
by SS General Kammler. So he rose to the occasion at that time. 
I forgot to mention, of course, basically his superior management 
skills. It was just amazing, to organize the exodus of thousands 
of employees with families within a few days. 

My time at Peenemunde was filled up with essentially the 
following jobs: working Pruefstand VII, Test Stand VII, expanding 
it, building from scratch Pruefstand II, Test Stand II, which 
was a Wasserfall engine test stand; you have the sketch. And 
I'll never forget it, Rudi Reichel was the test director, and I 
designed the viewing slot through the three foot concrete wall 
at standard heights, and it was cast in concrete. And he was 
6 foot 3. He never forgave me for that. Well, he did, but 
anyway--I designed Pruefstand XII, that is the submarine 
launcher. We had contracts in Stettin with shipyards to build 
them. They were never built. We had wooden models. All we did 
build was the test stand. I designed Project Schwimmweste [life 
vest], a floating C 2 test stand for the air force. 
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NEUFELD: For a floating Wasserfall. 

TIESENHAUSEN: That test stand idea was to not be a target on land 
when bomb raids came. I wanted to, I couldn't find my reference. 
I have the drawings of Schwimmweste. The last job I did was 
Pruefstand XII, which was supersecret. Only five people worked 
on it. I was one of them. The late Dr. Hans Rueter was one. 

NEUFELD: This was the submarine launch . 

TIESENHAUSEN: The submarine, yes. Then Bernhard Tessmann. Then 
I don't remember the others at the moment. So we were separated 
from that design office into a different location to design this. 
So we had also, we worked under colossal strain at Peenemunde. 
On the other hand, we also had good times. We were young people. 
This was my first job after college. Young, enthusiastic, 
rockets, we thought about space flight--so we had good times. We 
had parties. Parties with rocket fuel. 

NEUFELD: Alcohol, ethyl alcohol. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. Of course, there's a lot of stories about 
that. It was ordered by the military to denature it. Of course 
we put our chemist right on the job, to get the stuff out of it 
again. It was carbon filter or whatever. And so we had also 
good times, as young people have. We were under a colossal 
strain, especially after the bomb raid, when we came back. We 
were evacuated first, and then we came back, at least the group I 
was with. There were some more. There was another air raid, not 
so big. The food was lousy. I remember we had water soup with 
little tiny fish floating in it, what you call bait. But 
somehow, looking back, I learned a tremendous amount of knowledge 
there about rockets and how to test, what it was all about, which 
has benefited me for the rest of my life. Because we had no 
precedent for anything we did. No handbooks, no magazines to 
look, no articles, papers. Nothing had a precedent. So we had 
to go by what we had learned. And I remember my first job as an 
engineer, a mechanism on Pruefstand VII. I designed and had it 
built. How amazed I was: it worked! Hey, it works! I had to 
apply other formulas and knowledge, you know, you learn in school 
but never really practiced it. So that was the best engineering 
education I ever received. 

NEUFELD: What was the device you were working on? What was that 
first job, do you remember? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Well, it was the--the V-2 was hanging in the test 
stand and had a ring around it. 

NEUFELD: You mean the wall that's around test stands? 
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TIESENHAUSEN: It had a gyro ring around it, a very heavy ring. 

NEUFELD: Oh, I see, yes, so then a gimbal ring. 

TIESENHAUSEN: A gimbal ring, yes. So it could swivel. 

NEUFELD: Right, so that you'd test the--

TIESENHAUSEN: The gimbal mechanism here, yes. 

NEUFELD: You'd test the engine with the guidance running--

TIESENHAUSEN: --yes, the vanes--

NEUFELD: --so that you could see the vane action and so forth. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, right. Then we had a lot of challenges. The 
carbon vanes were one, graphite vanes. Nobody had ever worked 
graphite with tools, big vanes. And we had--it was very 
frustrating with metal tools; it doesn't work. So finally 
somebody had the great idea, use woodworking tools. They worked. 
Another challenge was the C 2 tanks had to be emptied in any 
position, up or down. See, the C 2 could be steered with the 
drive stick. And it had all kinds of positions. 

NEUFELD: Maneuvering. 

TIESENHAUSEN: And the fuel always had to cover the exit hole. If 
it didn't, big trouble. How do you design a tank and an emptying 
system that the tank always, tank openings are always covered 
with fuel? And there was a contest throughout Peenemunde for 
this, and a mechanic in the mechanical laboratory, he found the 
best solution. A sort of a swivel arm that always points down 
by gravity. It sucks up the fuel. So there were all kinds of 
challenges had to be solved. And like in the rocket business in 
general, there are no two days alike. So we learned really the 
trade there by trying, trial and error. We had hundreds of 
failures. We learned by trial and error. Rockets were started 
and launched right in the middle of the complex at Peenemunde. 
We looked out the window. So, if you compare that with today's 
safety precautions, it's sort of amazing that nothing happened. 
One very great plus was--and we touched on that before--personal 
relationships. We felt, we are a team. That's a very strange 
thing, to belong to a team. You know what the others are 
thinking and doing, and you have hundred percent trust in the 
other person. You have to depend on other people. If they give 
you the wrong information, you're in trouble. 

NEUFELD: Let me ask a question about that. You remember this, I 
mean, obviously this certainly existed here. You remember very 
distinctly that at Peenemunde there was already a sort of feeling 
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of being a team. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: Being in a distinct group. What word would you use for 
team? I wouldn't know what the German equivalent would be that 
would be appropriate. How would you--

TIESENHAUSEN: I never thought of that. That's a very good 
question. 

NEUFELD: In what language would you use to talk about that or 
think about that? 

TIESENHAUSEN: First, the word team is used in German too. Not 
just now. It used to be used, a team. 

NEUFELD: Even before 1945. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Oh yes, right. There were teams. It's pretty 
widespread. As an alternative to that, Gruppe. Which doesn't 
mean exactly the same. But yes, Gruppe really would be the best 
alternative. Yes, the team spirit developed at Peenemunde. It 
was continued here. 

NEUFELD: So you very distinctly felt that you were a unique 
group. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: With a very high morale, high esprit du corps. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Oh yes, quite. And the interesting thing is, of 
course, we took that with us here. When I came here, I worked 
for the same boss, you know, the other people. It was as if I 
had left the office at Peenemunde yesterday, and today I came 
back. We had exactly the same organization here that we had in 
Peenemunde, the same structure of organization, through 1970. 

NEUFELD: Now, of course, in the meantime you lost a number of 
people. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Oh, yes. 

NEUFELD: I mean, people left. 

TIESENHAUSEN: [crosstalk] Yes. But the organizational structure 
was the same, the laboratories. And many of the lab directors. 
One thing we brought with us was our cooperation with 
universities. In Peenemunde, the main job, the Peenemunde job 
was done by German universities. Their wisdom. Many of the 
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former university professors became lab directors. Even here. 
Dr. Geisler, Stuhlinger, here. There was Hermann, and many 
others. They became lab directors and are still here. So we 
tried to continue this cooperation with universities here, but it 
didn't pan out too well. 

NEUFELD: Now, we'll have to talk about that. 

TIESENHAUSEN: There's one aspect that we brought with us from 
Peenemunde. Peenemunde, we were isolated from the rest of the 
world. And we had to learn and know everything that was 
necessary. We brought that philosophy here. We were the most 
independent bunch you could imagine, the von Braun team in 
Huntsville, which didn't go over too well, of course, in a 
different environment. We were now in an open society, but we 
still kept together and told people, 11 Just give us the money and 
don't bother us. We will deliver. 11 Of course we could afford to 
say that. We did deliver, every time. But this very fierce 
independence stuck with us all the time, and 11 don't tell us what 
to do, just give us the money. 11 

TAPE 1, SIDE 2 

NEUFELD: Did you want to continue what you were saying? Or had 
you finished? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Our independence was the only characteristic of our 
team that caused bad blood, so to speak, especially in NASA 
Headquarters. Wernher von Braun used to go there and make his 
pitch and ask for the funds. But then he didn't want to be 
bothered any more. He said, 11 In two years from now 11 or whenever, 
six months, 11 we deliver. 11 And we did, always. And of course, 
that's not the way it works usually in this country. You know, 
who gives the money, he wants to have his hand in the pie. But 
otherwise, the team spirit has survived at the Marshall Center. 
I think it is still there. The team here expanded, of course, 
and people were drawn into it, thousands of other people. At the 
peak we were 7,500 people in Huntsville. And that was a team. 
It's an amazing thing. 

NEUFELD: So would you say that you didn't have a lot of problems 
integrating Americans in the organization? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No. No. There were perhaps problems here and 
there, but in general, no, not at all, not at all. Von Braun was 
very much admired by everybody who worked ever for him. And 
still today, of course, they talk about him. No, it was a very 
efficient integration, the team, very efficient. 

NEUFELD: Now, of course, part of this whole story of you coming 
here and then the frictions it might entail was the problem of 
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the arsenal concept. 

TIESENHAUSEN: I remember. 

NEUFELD: Versus a kind of--you know, which is, although it wasn't 
called that, in effect Peenemunde was much the same thing. It 
was the idea of having, I've heard the term 11 Alles unter einem 
Dach, 11 you know, used by a couple of people. That is, you have 
everything under one roof. You have a big facility where much of 
the thing is concentrated in-house; not as much is contracted 
out. And then you came here and the Army arsenal system was kind 
of similar, so you could fit into that. But then you got into 
the NASA years, and there was conflict because NASA had more an 
Air Force style. 

TIESENHAUSEN: See, that's understandable. At Peenemunde we were 
self-contained. We didn't need anybody else. We had the 
universities, of course, but that was it. We had to do 
everything ourselves. And like you said, in the first years here 
under the Army and General Medaris, we still maintained that we 
have to do everything ourselves. The first Saturn V booster, we 
built it and then gave the blueprints to Boeing, said, 11 Now, you 
do it exactly as this says. 11 We developed the huge welding 
machines that welded these 33 foot diameter tanks. So we were 
used to do this ourselves and only reluctantly giving things to 
contract, and when we contracted things out, we had a bunch of 
people at the contractor looking over their shoulders--which they 
loved, you know!--to point out if they do it exactly right. So 
we had our hands very strongly, even when we contracted out, on 
the contractor for a long time to make sure things were right. 
So that we brought--that was a heritage we brought, a legacy we 
brought along. So that was a characteristic of our way of 
working. 

NEUFELD: But you certainly ran into a different style of 
relationship between the group and the contractor, in NASA, 
right. I mean, NASA had a system mostly adopted from the Air 
Force, that you contracted for the construction of almost 
everything. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, right. 

NEUFELD: And it was done in contractor plants usually somewhere 
else. And you only supervised that, as opposed to building it 
in-house. 

TIESENHAUSEN: We lost our in-house capability tremendously over 
the decades when the anti-arsenal forces became too strong. And 
on the other hand, there were areas where we maintained our 
capability. Aerodynamics. System engineering. Design, even, in 
some areas. What fell flat was manufacturing. Manufacturing was 
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out. I designed a lot of things here. I have six patents. And 
I'm frustrated because in Peenemunde--there is a difference 
between American engineering education and German engineering 
education, a formidable difference. In Germany, the emphasis is 
on design. In the United States, the emphasis is on analysis. 
So an American engineer can analyze a thing and then he designs. 
We design first and then we analyze it. First, we put down how 
it's supposed to look. Then we analyze it and modify it. The 
American engineer does it the other way around, essentially. But 
both complemented each other very well. Only I disappointed a 
summer student very badly. I had summer students here. I gave 
him a big drawing board for himself. He said, "What have I done? 
Do I have to draw?" I wanted to give him a chance. So anyway, 
however, they complement each other quite well. The American 
engineers are very strong on analytical analysis. In Germany we 
are better on design. If you look at some of the things you buy 
in the store, you may agree with that, how things are sometimes 
poorly designed. 

NEUFELD: Now, coming out of a lot of interviews including 
Mr. Heimburg, he stated that he thought that a problem with 
American engineers was a lack of practical experience, that with 
that year of practical experience imposed by German engineering 
education--

TIESENHAUSEN: --yes, see, I had three years practical experience 
before I went to engineering college, three years. Dirty hands. 
Then like one famous German author said, "If you do that, you 
know how a piece of steel feels before it breaks." You get a 
feeling for the material. And for shapes. And ja, I never want 
to miss my practical experience. That's a difference here. 

NEUFELD: You think that's a superior aspect of German engineering 
education? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. See, that way you guarantee that what you 
design can be put together. There are some automobiles, used to 
be, when you wanted to change spark plugs, you had to take off a 
wheel to get to them. That's impossible design. You know, just 
an example. Those engineers had never done it themselves. So we 
were very good in design. Of course we were pretty good in other 
areas too. The American colleagues were very good in analytical 
engineering, very good. Interestingly, when we came here, many 
parts of a rocket had no English names, only German names, so in 
some of the laboratories, German was spoken essentially because 
the other names hadn't been invented yet. Like for cutoff, when 
a rocket engine cuts off, Brennschluss, and others. In the 
guidance area. So we transferred a lot of German words into it, 
and later they were substituted, of course. 

NEUFELD: Okay. Let me now go back to 1943. 
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TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: And some of the specifics. So we sort of talked about 
the first couple of months. You got there and you were assigned 
to the testing end. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Launch area. 

NEUFELD: Launching section, which was still under Thiel at the 
time that you started, right. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, oh yes. 

NEUFELD: At least he was on top of it, and he was killed only a 
few months later in the bombing raid. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: Did you know Thiel at all at that time? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, I'd met him a number of times. 

NEUFELD: What was your impression of him as a personality? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Well, he was a typical German scientist. A little 
bit aloof and very knowledgeable, extremely knowledgeable and 
capable. But personally, when you met him, personally he was a 
little bit distant, if I recall it right. 

NEUFELD: Very correct, professorial. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. He was not the famous German picture book 
professor who wants to boil an egg and hangs his watch in the 
water, looks at the egg. Not that type. Very distinguished. 
No, my main contacts were Heimburg and Tessmann. And Vowe. 
T.L. Vowe. [In German the V is pronounced like an F, the W like 
a V.] He died a year ago. They introduced me into the secrets 
of test stand design for rockets. I picked up very fast, was 
very enthusiastic and caught on very quickly and had a lot of 
fun. I was in my element, really. 

NEUFELD: So you were not in some area distant from the design and 
so forth but actually seeing tests daily. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: Engine tests, launches close by . 

TIESENHAUSEN: Oh yes, right. 
the things involved, and so, 
with the Meillerwagen. 

I was strongly familiar with all 
with the fuels, the oxidizers, and 
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NEUFELD: Which was the transporter. 

TIESENHAUSEN: The transporter, yes. 

NEUFELD: For the A-4. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. And I--the next job, one of the first jobs, 
was improving on the test stand VII, then test stand II. I did 
all myself, the design. 

NEUFELD: That was the Wasserfall. 

TIESENHAUSEN: The Wasserfall engine test stand. 

NEUFELD: Now, I remember Mr. Heimburg describing his design of a 
Wasserfall test stand. Was this a different test stand, II? 

TIESENHAUSEN: That was the one which was together with the A-4 
test stand. You know that picture I had here, the two. 

NEUFELD: That was IX, was it? 

TIESENHAUSEN: IX, yes. That was a more advanced one. 

NEUFELD: Was that for launching as well as testing? 

TIESENHAUSEN: No. 

NEUFELD: Just for static, whole missiles. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Static, whole missiles, yes. Yes. And from that I 
took the design, then, of the floating test stand. The floating 
test stand had to have everything the other one had. I then 
started a series of blast tests in the water. See, the floating 
test stand exhausted into the water. 

NEUFELD: This is now when, 1944, right? 

TIESENHAUSEN: That was early '44, yes. It blasted into the sea. 
And under water I had a deflector, to get it back up. And nobody 
had ever done that perhaps so I had a whole test series designed 
to do that. This small engine and the water tank, and it worked 
out fine, and so we could build the floating test stand. And the 
floating test stand had to have everything the other had, other 
test stands had on land. The only concession made was, in the 
first test, the floating test stand, when we had the first C 2 in 
it, we controlled it from land, not on the ship, because you were 
very close. Later that was changed. 

NEUFELD: Okay, let me just stick to '43 first. 
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TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: So you were assigned to test stands, and you were there 
till August, and the air raid came up, and you were living in the 
settlement at the time? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. At that time I had moved out of the barracks 
and lived in Karlshagen which was nearby, the village nearby, had 
a room rented. And when the air raid came, we were in a hole in 
the ground with an iron plate on top, and we thought the last day 
of the world had come. Thousands of tons of bombs, and that's 
very well described right here. 

NEUFELD: In the Middlebrook book, yes. 

TIESENHAUSEN: We survived, and we saw all the damage. I sent 
my wife home. 

NEUFELD: To Hamburg? 

TIESENHAUSEN: To Hamburg, Rotenburg. At that time people in 
Hamburg had moved to another place, Rothenburg near Bremen. 

NEUFELD: What was the name of it? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Rotenburg. 

NEUFELD: Oh, Rotenburg. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Not the famous one. Rotenburg near Bremen. So she 
went there to her mother. And then I was transferred with other 
colleagues to the Hungarian border and to start building test 
stands there. That lasted about six months or so. 

NEUFELD: So you would have been there early into '44. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Ja. Then we were called back to Peenemunde and 
lived still in Karlshagen. 

NEUFELD: Okay, so in Austria, you were evacuated to Austria. How 
many people from the test stands were evacuated, people around 
you? 

TIESENHAUSEN: About 40, I'd say, between 30 and 40. 

NEUFELD: And was it an evacuation specifically linked to 
Wasserfall? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. The group I was with was specific Wasserfall. 
I don't know if--the V-2 was further ahead. Wasserfall was still 
lagging. 
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NEUFELD: Did you get the impression at the time that they had 
wanted to evacuate the whole Wasserfall testing to Austria? 

TIESENHAUSEN: There was a company created. It was called 
Raxwerke. Maybe you heard about it. 

NEUFELD: I've heard of it because already they had originally 
been intended to be one of the V-2 or A-4 manufacturing sites. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: I think it also even before that time was a 
government-created or transformed aircraft corporation, so - -

TIESENHAUSEN: Under their wings, so to speak, we worked there and 
designed the test stands, but they were never built. Preparations 
were made there, but I don't know exactly how far they got. In 
the meantime we were called back then. 

NEUFELD: So when you were there, you were somewhere near Wiener 
Neustadt. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Oh, yes. 

NEUFELD: So you were right in the vicinity of Wiener Neustadt. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Oh, yes. 

NEUFELD: So while you were there, were you working at the 
Raxwerke? Were your offices there at Raxwerke? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, right. We were there at the offices. 

NEUFELD: And you laid out designs for test stands. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Designs for test stands. 

NEUFELD: But that was it? They didn't get off the paper. 

TIESENHAUSEN: That's all. No. They poured the foundations. And 
I still remember how scared I was. I was scared to death because 
I had designed everything from memory. I was scared stiff, you 
know. Once concrete is cast, there's nothing you can do to it. 
No, it was never built. And then we moved back. 

NEUFELD: So you probably weren't privy to this information, but 
did you get the impression that Wasserfall, they had intended to 
evacuate Wasserfall by and large from the Peenemunde area and 
then changed their mind about it? 

TIESENHAUSEN: That's the first thing I heard. No. Not to my 
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knowledge. Not to my knowledge. 

NEUFELD: They had just intended to manufacture engines or 
components of Wasserfall at Raxwerke? Or test them there? What 
was the intent behind that? 

TIESENHAUSEN: C 2 was started after A-4, and it had completely 
different propellants, of course. We had a completely different 
guidance mechanism. It could be steered with a joystick from the 
ground. It had at that time not flown yet, only statically 
tested. So that, it would be located at the separate development 
place. I never heard about that. To my knowledge, everything on 
the C-2 was at Peenemunde. 

NEUFELD: Because it gives the impression, when you say that they 
developed this facility and so forth, you know, I try to figure 
out, not having enough knowledge of it, whether the intent was to 
move the Wasserfall development away, or whether they just were 
going to develop a manufacturing facility for the test stands. 
The test stands were intended to do what? That was the question. 

TIESENHAUSEN: I never heard of the Raxwerke later again, after I 
left. Never. The development of the C 2 continued. One of my 
projects was a field filling station for the C 2, where you can 
fill it up, you know. It was transported, of course, without 
fuel. And preparations were made to put it out in the field. At 
that time, I didn't work any more on C 2 then. '44, ja, in '44 I 
had the floating test stand. But as time went on, I was put back 
on the V-2 with the submarine launch, which was a tremendous job. 
And I designed, then, the test stand for the deflector, U shaped. 
By the way, that's how the underground launch today, you know, 
from the ground, underground. You see the two jets coming out. 
Same principle. 

NEUFELD: Now I guess out of submarines they use a cold launch. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, right. 

NEUFELD: But that's what they originally had to do was to have 
those deflectors like yours. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes, right. So with the submarine launch, that 
worked pretty well because those exhaust tunnels were on the 
outside surrounded by water on three sides, water cooled. 

NEUFELD: Now, as far as the Wasserfall was concerned, when you 
got there, in the months after you got there, how far along was 
the engine development, specifically sort of finishing the design 
of this, Visol/Salbei? 

TIESENHAUSEN: The engine was continuously tested. And that's 
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The engine test stand. We had 
different mixture ratios were 
so on. It was under very 

NEUFELD: And that was in '43, or are you talking about '44 when 
you came back? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Let me see. Late '43, early '44. 

NEUFELD: That's when you got back you saw this going on. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. 

NEUFELD: When you got there, when you were there from say April 
to August, there were not yet tests on Wasserfall engines? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Not to my knowledge, no . Then I built that 
Pruefstand II. 

NEUFELD: You just put the design down, and then it was done while 
you were away? 

TIESENHAUSEN: While I was still on the drawings, they already 
started casting the concrete. That was hair-raising. I told 
you there was a viewing port. And so I had to lay out first the 
concrete and then put all the plumbing and then provide for holes 
in the wall for the tubes to go in and out and pipes and all 
that. There was a very great rush job. It worked out fine. The 
first test, perfect. So there were two test engineers, Rudi 
Reichel was one, and Oberleutnant Schaufelen, and it worked 
perfectly. So engine testing was number 1 on the C 2. Then the 
main problem, tank, emptying the tank, lasted several weeks, the 
development, and then flight tests. I did not attend any flight 
tests. I cannot give you any exact information when they 
started. But it must have been late, second half of '44, 
somewhere there. 

NEUFELD: I think the very first one was early in '44. 

TIESENHAUSEN: It could be. 

NEUFELD: Now, I had the impression that there were delays in 
developing Wasserfall that were caused by either shortage of 
materials, the war situation--

TIESENHAUSEN: Well, that was a continuous problem we had. The 
shortness of material, including the fuel production. For 
instance, to have enough alcohol for the A-4, we confiscated the 
major portion of the German potato harvest, and food was already 
at the premium in Germany. You know, we used the potatoes to 
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make alcohol. So all the supply problems and shortages, and 
superimposed on that, political problems, the pressure from 
various political organizations, speeding up, hurry up. It was a 
very very complex operation. So complex that I don't think one 
person was able to look through all the aspects of what was going 
on all the time because, after all, we had our job to do. It was 
in front of us, you see. It was extremely complex, the whole 
situation, very explosive, and changing political pressures, 
increasing and decreasing. At one time we were supposed to be 
closed and become a tank factory. Or airplane factory. 

NEUFELD: Who was to be closed? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Peenemunde was--was supposed to be stopping all 
work on rockets in '44. 

NEUFELD: There was a plan to evacuate to Austria with a facility 
called Zement which was an underground facility. 

TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. That I'm not familiar with. But airplanes, 
fighter planes, or tanks were the alternatives for Peenemunde at 
some time in that period. 

NEUFELD: Now, did you get the impression that the Wasserfall was 
held up at all by political infighting between army and air force 
or between groups inside the air force? Or from what you could 
see, were there delays or problems caused by that? 

TIESENHAUSEN: What I remember, that Wasserfall is the prime 
example of cooperation between army and air force because each 
one contributed. Like I was nominally assigned to the air force, 
and we had army people all over us, too, and in the level of 
management, I was not aware of any infighting between the two 
factions. I think the major problems in the development came 
from the outside. We were under tremendous outside pressures: 
political, economically, supply-wise. Materials got short, 
shortage of materials, fuel, oxidizer. Of course we had our own 
oxygen plant. Oh, I remember, I was involved in another oxygen 
plant design, but not for Peenemunde, for some industry. Maybe 
it was for Austria. Oxidizer. I'm not sure about that. 

NEUFELD: Can you remember any specific information about outside 
political intervention that might? 

TIESENHAUSEN: Not on C 2. Not on C 2. Ja, others, not on C 2. 
There was much more political interference with A-4. 

NEUFELD: Well, of course when they got into production, then 
there was a massive investment needed in planning and organizing 
and getting resources. 
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TIESENHAUSEN: Yes. They had to get ready. They were not ready 
when they went into production. And we had to train troops. I 
mentioned the Meillerwagen, and attached to it was a launcher, at 
the end of it. I worked part on the launcher too. So my work 
consisted of a lot of bits and pieces in between bigger projects, 
like Pruefstand II. In many cases, it was like a fire brigade. 
Suddenly you had to concentrate on some aspects. But overall, 
and I talked enough about the team spirit, in spite of all the 
strain and pressure, we were a pretty healthy bunch there, and 
thought that we knew that what we were doing. 


