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  George W.S. Abbey’s rise to prominence began in earnest with his B.S. from the U.S. Naval 
Academy in 1954 and his M.S. in electrical engineering from the Air Force Institute of 
Technology in 1959. After working for the Air Force on the X-20 DYNA-SOAR Program, 
Abbey assumed engineering management responsibilities for the Lunar Orbiter photographic 
and communications subsystems. In 1964, while still in the Air Force, Abbey joined the 
Apollo Program at the Manned Space Center. His responsibilities grew steadily, and in 1967 
Abbey resigned his Air Force commission and accepted a new position as the Technical 
Assistant to the Apollo Spacecraft Manager. In this capacity, Abbey played an integral role in 
the Apollo accident investigation and helped develop and implement critical safety 
improvements required for the first manned Apollo flights. NASA’s move from the beginnings 
of lunar exploration to the increasingly advanced space programs placed new burdens on 
Center management. To help allay some of this added load, Abbey was appointed Technical 
Assistant to the Director in 1969. Here Abbey gained valuable organizational and managerial 
experience as he conducted special studies and reviews, recommended policies for future 
technical activities and strove to integrate new programs into the Center organizational 
hierarchy. His success propelled him to his next position, Director of Flight Operations at 
JSC, which he attained in January 1976. As Director of Flight Operations, Abbey was 
responsible for astronaut flight crew training and development, flight control activities, as well 
as mission operations support for all U.S. human space flight missions. Abbey exhibited his 
leadership qualities while managing the JSC Aircraft Operations program, which consisted of 
37 aircraft with an annual flight-hour program of over 14,000 hours. These aircraft supported 
flight readiness training, Shuttle mission profile training, zero-gravity testing and various other 
Shuttle program-related activities. Abbey also reviewed the hardware and software designs 
for the Space Shuttle, the Upper Stage engines, Mission Control Center and others to ensure 
their designs met flight operational requirements. In this period, Abbey also chaired the 
Astronaut Selection Board from 1976-78. As Director of Flight Ops, Abbey emphasized a 
cost-effective approach whenever possible. Having led Flight Ops successfully for nearly a 
decade, Abbey was put in charge of the newly formed Flight Crew Operations division, where 
he managed the astronaut flight crews and supported flight readiness training and high-
altitude research with aircraft operations. Abbey later served as NASA’s Deputy Associate 
Administrator for Space Flight from 1988 to 1990. Space Shuttle operations, the Space 
Station, launch operations and other tasks fell under his jurisdiction. His leadership in the 
aftermath of the Challenger explosion and later the Shuttle’s return to flight earned him an 
appointment to a new position in 1991, the Senior Director for Civil Space Policy, National 
Space Council, Executive Office of the President. Abbey was then named Special Assistant 
to the nascent Administrator of NASA in 1992. In this capacity, Abbey participated in 
discussions between the United States and Russia, which resulted in the first formal contract 
between NASA and the Russian Space Agency. NASA named Abbey Deputy Director of 
JSC in January 1994 and then Center Director in January 1996. He held this responsibility 
until February 2001, when he became the Senior Assistant for International Issues reporting 
to the NASA administrator. Abbey officially retired from NASA effective January 3, 2003. 
During his half-century federal service career, Abbey received numerous awards, including 
the Medal of Freedom for his role on the Apollo 13 Mission Operations Team. 

The documents in this collection provide some insight into the everyday life of George Abbey 
during his tenure as the Director of Flight Operations at JSC (1975- 1986). Some of the later 
documents were created after he attained the position of Director of Flight Crew Operations, 
but the large majority was produced while in the former position. Memos, reports and 
correspondence comprise the bulk of the documents, and nearly all of the memos are items 
addressed to Abbey, not his work. A somewhat substantial number of documents came 
outside of any folder, even a rough grouping. These independent documents were placed in 
new folders and assigned to one of the eight major groups. This collection contains 22 boxes 
and is subdivided into eight major groups. The folders in each group, whenever possible, 
contain the same group of documents as filed when the donation was received. The Aircraft 
group encompasses one of the focal points of Abbey’s position as Director of Flight 
Operations. This group includes documents about some of the 37-odd aircraft under his 
authority. A few documents from Aircraft Operations Division (sub-department of Flight Ops) 
are found here, along with documents concerning Ellington Air Force base. A significant 
portion of this group deals with the Shuttle Carrier Aircraft (SCA), the SCA In-Flight Refueling 
phase, and the T-38. It should be noted that Shuttle Trainer Aircraft (STA) documents form 
their own group due to their quantity. Documents relating to the astronauts themselves 
(training documents notwithstanding) comprise the Astronaut Office group. Abbey’s 
responsibilities for crew training and development put him into contact with astronaut issues 
outside the realm of training. Select documents regarding astronaut selection, medical 
status, crew patches, PPK/OFK (Personal Preference Kit/Official Flight Kit) are included in 
this group. The documents placed in the Flight Crew Operations group were created while 
Abbey headed the Flight Crew Operations Division from 1985-1988. This position grew out of 
his prior role as Director of Flight Operations. This group consists of Abbey’s outgoing and 
concurrence correspondence from January 1986 - February 1987. The Flight Ops group, in 
essence, consists of documents that did not fit well in any of the other groups. This group is 
quite limited in size, containing only five folders. The NASA/JSC group contains documents a 
bit outside the scope of Flight Operations, such as the Manned Space Flight Education 
Foundation Visitor Center and documents on NASA/JSC functions and goals. The Shuttle 
group incorporates a fairly substantial array of documents, spanning areas like payload, 
vehicle modifications and weather issues. The group even touches on



the aborted Shuttle/Centaur program and contingency plans for emergency landings. Not
contained in this group are the Shuttle Carrier Aircraft (SCA) and the Shuttle Trainer Aircraft
(STA). Although both aircraft contain “shuttle” in their name, the SCA better fits in the aircraft
group due to way in which Abbey dealt with it. The STA merits its own group designation due
to the quantity of documents relating to it. The STA group consists of a large assortment of
documents on the Shuttle Trainer Aircraft. A fair portion of the documents have to do with
the presentation and procurement of the third STA, monthly training summaries and flight
reports. Flight schedules and maintenance also appear quite often in this group. The final
group, Training/Simulators, touches on Abbey’s management and operation of the many
devices used to train the astronauts. Simulators such as the Shuttle Mission Simulator,
Shuttle Procedures Simulator, Shuttle Systems Trainer, Spacelab Simulator and the Single
Systems Trainer can be found in this group. In addition to these machines, a select number
of specific crew training summaries (for which Abbey was also responsible) appear in this
group. A large number of memos concerning the requirements and costs of these trainers
and simulators are found at the end of this group.
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