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On Saturday | talked to the guy who had actually
taken the temperature readings the morning of the launch-a
nice fella named B. K. Davis. Next to each temperature he
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had written the exact time he had measured it, and then
took a picture of it. You could see large gaps between the
times as he climbed up and down the big launch tower. He
measured the temperature of the air, the rocket, the ground,
the ice, and even a puddle of slush with antifreeze in it. He
did a very complete job.

NASA had a theoretical calculation of how the temper-
atures should vary around the launch pad: they should have
been more uniform, and higher. Somebody thought that heat
radiating to the clear sky had something to do with it. But
then someone else noticed that BK’s reading for the slush
was much Ilower than the photograph indicated: at 8
degrees, the slush-even with antifreeze in it-should have
been frozen solid.

Then we looked at the device the ice crew used for
measuring the temperatures. | got the instruction manual
out, and found that you’re supposed to put the instrument
out in the environment for at least 20 minutes before using
it. Mr. Davis said he had taken it out of the box—at 70
degrees—and began making measurements right away.
Therefore we had to find out whether the errors were re-
producible. In other words, could the circumstances be
duplicated?

On Monday | called up the company that made the
device, and talked to one of their technical guys: “Hi, my
name is Dick Feynman,” | said. “I’m on the commission
investigating the Challenger accident, and | have some
guestions about your infrared scanning gun . . .”

“May | call you right back?” he says.

“Sure.”

After a little while he calls me back: “I’'m sorry, but
it’s proprietary information. | can’t discuss it with you.”

By this time | realized what the real difficulty was: the
company was scared green that we were going to blame the
accident on their instrument. | said, “Sir, your scanning gun
has nothing to do with the accident. It was used by the
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people here in a way that’s contrary to the procedures in
your instruction manual, and I'm trying to figure out if we
can reproduce the errors and determine what the tempera-
tures really were that morning. To do this, | need to know
more about your instrument.”

The guy finally came around, and became quite coop-
erative. With his help, | advised the ice-crew guys on an
experiment. They cooled a room down to about 40 degrees,
and put a big block of ice in it—with ice, you can be sure the
surface temperature is 32 degrees. Then they brought in the
scanning gun from a room which was 70 degrees inside, and
made measurements of the ice block every 30 seconds. They
were able to measure how far off the instrument was as a
function of time.

Mr. Davis had written his measurements so carefully
that it was very easy to fix all the numbers. And then,
remarkably, the recalculated temperatures were close to
what was expected according to the theoretical model. It
looked very sensible.

The next time | talked to a reporter, | straightened
everything out about the temperatures, and informed him
that the earlier theory expounded by the Nobel Prize winner
was wrong.

| wrote a report for the other commissioners on the
temperature problem, and sent it to Dr. Keel.



