A Saga of lost space tapes, US Agency’s search for crisp video of first moonwalk comes up empty.
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prepared to take his
“one small step” onto
the moon n July 1969,a
specially  hardened

video camera tucked into the land-
er’s door clicked on to capture
that first human contact with the
lunar surface. The ghostly images
of the astronauts boot fouching
the soil record an iconic moment
in . history and a major mile-
stone for mankind.

Millions of-television viewers
around the world saw thase fuzzy,
moving images and were amazed,
even mesmerized. What they
didn’t know was that the Apollo 11
camera had actually sent back
video far crisper and more dra-
‘matic—spectacularimages that, re-
markably, only a handful of people
have ever seen.

National Aeronautics and Space
Administration engineers who did
view them knew what the public
was missing, but the relatively poor
picture quality of the broadcast
agesnever became anissue because
thelanding was sucha triumph. The
original, high-quality lunar tapes
were soon stored and forgotten,

Only in recent years was the

gency reminded of what it once
had—cleanand crisp first-man-on-
the-moon video images that could
be especially valuable now that

NASA is planning a return trip.

About 36 years after the tapes
went into storage, NASA was sud-
denly cager to have them. There
was Just one problem: The tapes
were nowhere to be found.

What started as an informal
search became an official hunt
through archives, record centers
and_storage rooms throughout
NASA facilities. Many months
later, disappointed officials nowrc-
port that the trail they followed
has gone cold. Although the search
continues, they acknowledge that
The vidaos iak Be ok et

“When we sent our camera up
onthemission, everything about it
was a first and a big unknown,”
said Richard Nafzger, an engineer
‘with NASA who was involved in the
original transmission of the Apollo
11 images to Earth and is now part
of the search to find them.

“In the same way, we're doing a
kind of massive tape and document
search that’s never been done-be:
fore,” he said.

Stanley Tebar, who had been in
charge of developing the lunar cam:
era,is also involved in the search,
He can recite all the understand-
able reasons why he and his col-
Teagues didn't give the tapes theat-
tention they deserved back in
1969~ they were cumbersome, a
highly specialized format that ap-
peared to have limited value in the
predigital age—but he nonetheless
s Kicking himself now for not get-
ting a copy for safekeeping.

“We all understood the impor-
tanceof this event o history, to pos-
terity, and so we all shouid have
made sure those tapes were safe
and secure,” said Mr. Lebar, 81
years old. “Task myself today, Why
the heck didn't you think that way
back then?’ The answer is that 1
st assumed that NASA was going
0 do it. But, unfortunately, that
was a bad assumption.”

The images would probably
have remained forgotten and of lit-
tle consequence to Messrs. Lebar
and Nafzger and NASA but for the
ative of a retired California
‘ground-station engineer and sev-
eral Australian technicians who
meet regularly for reunions.

In2002, one of the men who had
worked at Australia’s Honeysuckle
Creek ground station in 1969—and
who had seen the high-quality
Apollo 11 video originals back then—
found a 36-centimeter reel of tape
in his garage that seemed to be
from that period. He brought it toa
Honeysuckle Creek reunion and
passed it around.
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learn whether the tape was of the
actual Apollo 11 moonwalk, but
they had 1o way to play the un-
gainly reels. Convinced that the
tapes could have historical and edu-
cational value, they tracked down
Mix. Nafzger, 66--one of the few
Apollo 1-era peoplestill working at
the Goddard Space Flight Center in
Graenbelt, Maryland, where most
‘pollo data had been processed.

‘The good luck continued when
Mr. Nafzger found that the
soon-to-be-mothballed Data Evalu-
ation Lab at Goddard still had one
of the few two-meter-tall analog
machines that could play the
Apollo video. The Australians sent
him the tapes, and he put them nto
the recorder with great anticipa-
tion. But what came out was just
chatter and computer data from an
earlier Apollo mission.

Messrs. Nafzger and Lebar spent
weeks searching in the vast Na-
tional Records Center in Suitland,
Maryland, where the tapes once
were housed. They came up empty
until finding documentation that
about 26,000 boxes of Apollo tapes
‘wererequested by Goddard officials
between the early 19705 and the
early 1980s. Nonetheless, Messrs.
Nafzger and Lebar were optimistic.

Back at Goddard, they found no
traceofthe missing tapes, nor ofany-
one who knew much about them.
‘Thefact thatall this happened about
30years ago made the task more dif-
Fialt, since some of the most likely
decision makers are dead.

‘The missing fapes are now some-
thing of an embarrassment to
NASA, which last August put God-
dard’s deputy director, Dolly Per-
kins, in charge of the search.

“As far as we know, ll the tapes
were handled properly from a mis-
sion perspective,” she said. “Typi-
cally, when we record at a ground
site, we dont preserve data tapes.
The scientific investigators will get
what they need and then erase. But
herethereis some indication that we
dida't destroy the tapes but stored
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