THE LIFE AND TIMES OF "NO. 65" - HAM THE CHIMP

Al Halfrey, USS Donner (LSD-20), 1956-58

USS Donner & Ham Launch Covers
          Long before there were astronauts there were astro-chimps.  Before either, there were mice, fruit fly larvae and mold spores, to mention a few.  Most of what we launched into space had the simple job of returning to Earth safely, where it would be studied in the laboratories at the Holloman Aerospace Medical Center in New Mexico.  The best tests of how men would be able to survive in space were made by monkeys and chimpanzees, which closely resemble humans.  Theirs' would be the more complex missions.  They were chosen for Project Mercury because they were smart enough to be taught basic mechanical tasks.  Many young primates and at least 20 chimpanzees were given a rigorous training program.  They endured both zero gravity and high G forces.  They also learned to manipulate levers at timed intervals, receiving banana-flavored pellets or mild electrical shocks depending on how well they learned to master their tasks.

          Four Rhesus monkeys and two chimpanzees were launched during Project Mercury.  One monkey drowned in an unrecovered nose cone and some others did not survive the landing.  But the chimps proved the effectiveness of the Mercury capsule life support systems.  They also gave ground crews a chance to perfect their countdown procedures.  

          On board the USS Donner (LSD-20) on 31 Jan 1961 all systems for recovery of the Mercury Redstone capsule were in place.  The "waiting game" was on.  Meanwhile, at Cape Canaveral, the countdown was underway for the launch of MR2-L.  The booster on the pad was a Redstone, a military obsolete but reliable Army rocket.  Perched on its nose was a Mercury space capsule, designed to carry a man into orbit and bring him back alive.  This capsule was standard size, but its interior had been tailored for a chimpanzee and supplied with special gear and fittings for its non-human passenger.  The 37 pound chimp had been given a final physical examination at midnight before the flight.  At this stage in the experiment his name was "No. 65" because NASA had not wanted him to achieve too much public personality, just in case he did not return alive.  As an aside: when the chimp began his training in New Mexico, his name was "Chop Chop Chong."  Only if he survived his space trip would he be allowed to use the more appealing name "Ham," which was derived from the initials of his training center, Holloman Aerospace Medical.  

           For breakfast Chimp No. 65 got an ounce of baby cereal, 4 oz. of condensed milk, cooking oil, gelatin, vitamins and half an egg.  Then he was wired for recording instruments, dressed in a baby diaper and strapped on his back on a personally fitted contour couch.  His arms were left free.  The ECS (environmental control system) was basically the same air pressure, oxygen, temperature, etc. as for a human astronaut.  Chimp No. 65 had been trained to work a simple system of lights and levers.  He had learned that if he pushed one lever at least every 20 seconds he would avoid a slight electric shock.  His performance would show how much his psychology was affected by the stresses and strains of space flight.  

          At 11:55 AM, the Redstone spouted flame and rose on what seemed to be a planned trajectory.  When the Redstone burned out, the capsule was supposed to separate, coast to an altitude of 115 miles, then fall to the Atlantic 298 miles downrange where a swarm of ships was waiting to retrieve it.
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SNAFU:  The Redstone burned too vigorously and developed about a thousand miles per hour extra speed.  This irregularity triggered the emergency system, which is supposed to activate in case of a launch failure.  The escape rocket fired giving the capsule an additional boost of 800 mph.  The retro-rockets, intended to slow the capsule on its descent through the atmosphere, came loose and separated.  Lacking its retro-rockets the capsule had streaked through the atmosphere much faster than was planned, but the parachutes worked fine and slowed the flight of the capsule as it came down after a 17 minute flight.  Chimp No. 65, who was expected to sustain a maximum of 11 Gs, briefly pulled 19, two more than astronauts had been scheduled to endure in their training.  He also endured 6.6 minutes of weightlessness.  As a result of all these malfunctions the capsule hit the sea 414 miles downrange, an error of 116 miles.  Because of this error, he bobbed around in the ocean for over two hours before a helicopter could get to the capsule and make a daring rescue.
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          Under the command of Cmdr. Ralph A Brackett, USN, the USS Donner (LSD-20) operated as "flagship" with NASA and recovered two Mercury Redstone suborbital instrumentation flights, along with the UDT-21 (underwater demolition team) and US Marine helicopters during early to mid January 1961. The USS Donner, teamed with an embarked Marine Corps helicopter, successfully recovered the Mercury/Redstone capsule used in Project Mercury Test MR-2 Tuesday 31 Jan. 1961, after the space capsule was fired from Cape Canaveral, FL with a chimpanzee (Ham) aboard.  

          The Donner, operating with Task Force 140, was one of four ships that proceeded to the impact point where the capsule landed.  Task Force 140 was in a position north of the expected landing area, while a larger task force patrolled downrange.  The suborbital flight landed short of the "high probability" area.  The Donner, along with the destroyers Borie, Manley and Ellison, were closer to the capsule and arrived in the vicinity earliest.  The three destroyers heard the UHF transmissions from the spacecraft.  The Borie heard them at 11:59 AM, followed by the Manley and the Ellison.       

          Two Navy P2V Neptune aircraft attached to Patrol Squadron 18 obtained indications of the capsule's return to Earth almost simultaneously at 12:08 PM.  One of the Neptunes arrived over the spacecraft and made visual contact at 12:38 PM.    This aircraft, and another from Patrol Squadron 18, maintained contact, while the Donner, Manley, Borie and Ellison proceeded at peak speeds to the recovery area, a two-hour run.  The Ellison had reported visual contact with the capsule, and was the first ship to come alongside.  Forty-six minutes later, the Donner's helicopter picked up the spacecraft and returned it to the USS Donner (Dock Landing Ship-20). 

          Sometime after hitting the ocean and before being retrieved, the capsule flopped over onto its side (possibly due to a collapsed flotation collar), raising the possibility that the little space pioneer may have been face down for quite a while.  Also, for reasons that were never determined, the capsule sprang leaks either during the flight or on impact with the ocean.  As a result, the spacecraft had a foot and a half of water in it when sailors aboard the Donner opened it on a rolling flight deck.  The water had lapped against the base of Ham's special chamber, but did not penetrate the chamber.  If it had, the mission might not have been successful. 
          In a phone conversation with a ranking officer who served on the Donner I got this "off the record" report 44 years after the incident, which is printed here at the discretion of the editor.  It seems that three destroyers were ahead of the USS Donner and were space appropriately.  The furthest was about 100 miles out.  Ham landed in the ocean beyond the destroyers.  The Marine helicopter from the Donner picked up the capsule.  One destroyer captain called the helicopter pilot and told him that his ship was closest to the capsule and ordered the pilot to set it on his ship.  The helicopter pilot replied that there was too much static and that the destroyer's message was breaking up.  He then kept flying for 46 minutes back to the Donner.  Later, after the capsule was safely aboard the Donner, the word got out that the helicopter pilot wanted to get back to the Donner because that was where all of the press and photographers were waiting.
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          Dangling from the helicopter the capsule was gently lowered to the Donner's flight deck at 3:30 PM.  An examination conducted on board the Donner by Air Force Veterinary Doctor Major R. Benson, revealed that the capsule was intact and the chimpanzee was alive and squealing.  Ham could be seen turning his head from side to side and licking his pink chops.  He even reached a few fingers through the port to grasp the hand of Maj. Benson.  Then he rubbed his face and yawned a bit.    When the lid was completely removed he shook hands with Dr. Benson, burped and folded his arms across his chest while the veterinarian applied a stethoscope to his chest.  Shortly after that, at 4:17 PM, wearing diapers and rubber pants, Ham was released from his capsule.  He was given a red apple as a treat, and as he ate it he was as chipper as any chimp on a Sunday afternoon at the zoo, although he did show a little fatigue and was a little wobbly on his legs when he first stood up.  He was then taken to the battle dressing room and was placed on a white table, where Dr. Benson checked his heartbeat, temperature, respiration and lung condition.  He also checked for evidence of broken bones.       

          Tuesday night Ham, now a world famous space chimpanzee, enjoyed the luxuries of an Admiral.  He spent the night in the plush "Commodore's Quarters", a 4-room suite usually reserved for visiting Admirals and other VIP's.  All this had taken place while the Donner was steaming toward Grand Bahama Island, where Ham was later flown by helicopter to a hospital ship for further checks and was then flown back to the test center at Cape Canaveral.

          Chimpanzee "Ham" lived to be 27 years old.  After staying in the Washington National Zoo, Ham was transferred to the North Carolina Zoological Park in Ashboro.  He died there on 19 Jan 1983.  Ham's body was shipped to the International Space Hall of Fame in Alamogordo, New Mexico, where he is buried in an honored spot near the entrance.  The MR-2 capsule that carried Ham is currently located at the California Museum of Science and Industry in Los Angeles.  The USS Donner (commissioned 31 July 1945) was part of the 90-vessel National Defense Reserve Fleet (the mothballed "Ghost Fleet") on the James River, Fort Eustis, Newport News, VA until 15 Nov 2004, when it was moved by tugs to All Star Metals in Brownsville, Texas.  Scrapping of the 457'9" long, 72'2" wide LSD was begun on 6 Dec 2004.  Shown here are a few of my photos of the dismantling of this vessel that was involved in the early days of the Space Age. [image: image4.jpg]
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Ref: Life Magazine, 10 Feb 1961, pp. 18-20, "The Nearest Thing"
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       Associated Press, Feb 1961, Frank Carey

       Special thanks to the Donner crew members who provided helpful material and photos

      www.pinetreeline.org/sunac/photos/sunac111.jpg

      www.ksc.nasa.gov/mirrors/images/html/merunman.htm

     http://science.ksc.nasa.gov/mirrors/images/pao/merunman/10073434.jpg

     http://isda.jsc.nasa.gov/scripts/cf/exper.cfm?exp_index+907

     http://www.homestead.com/ussdonnerLSD20/files/Hamrecovery.html

     http://www.ninfinger.org/…/mercury/unmanned.html

     http://www.homestead.com/ussdonnerLSD20/files/ussdonner/Halfray/1m001835_0030-36_003







4

[image: image7.jpg]


[image: image8.jpg]


[image: image9.jpg]


