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He had the opportunity to witness
and play a role in the transfor-
mation of the National Advisory
Committee for Aeronautics

(NACA) into the National Aeronautics
and Space Administration (NASA). He
also helped bring about major revolutions
in aeronautics and space flight. Indeed,
Langley flight research pilot Lee Person
accomplished much during his 33-year
tenure as a test pilot for NASA.

Lee Person first acquired an interest in
airplanes and flight during his early

childhood when he and
his father took sev-

eral trips to
the local

a i r -

NASA TEST
PILOT LEE

PERSON UNDERTOOK THREE DECADES OF TEST FLYING AT NASA
LANGLEY  — INCLUDING DEVELOPMENTAL TESTING THAT TURNED
THE KESTREL INTO THE HARRIER BY MARK CHAMBERS

The Hawker P.1127 looked like
something out of a Buck Rogers

movie. The very advanced design
may never have evolved into

today’s Harrier if it were not for
American funding and assistance

from NASA. (Hawker)

NASA’s John Stack was a Langley
visionary and key proponent of the P.1127
program. (NASA)

John P. (Jack) Reeder, wanted to fill a
recently vacated research pilot position
with someone with bona fide aviator cre-
dentials to test fly new generation aircraft
and flight systems. The pilot who had
held the position previously had been
recalled to active service duty in response
to the Berlin crisis.

Person immediately pursued the
“chance-of-a-lifetime” opportunity and
was subsequently hired by the Center as
flight research pilot in March 1962. “I
will always remember walking around the
hangar with Jack Reeder and him talking
about CM-Alpha and CL-Beta and me
nodding my head and going ahuh, ahuh.
Jack Reeder saved me,” he said.

At the time of his arrival at Langley,
NASA was undergoing drastic changes
that left the Center sprawling with both
aeronautical and now space research
activities. New and more sophisticated
aircraft were being developed for military
and commercial purposes, and the great
buildup to the Apollo space program was
underway. To help satisfy the need for
NASA test pilots to gain more experi-
ence with high-performance military air-
craft, Lee was sent to the United States
Navy’s Test Pilot School at the Naval
Air Test Center at Patuxent River,
Maryland, becoming the first NASA
pilot to attend the school and eventually
graduating in 1963.

Upon his return to the Research
Center, Person

Langley, several individuals had a direct
impact on Person’s life. Perhaps none
more significant, however, than Jack
Reeder, another unsung hero in NASA’s
illustrious involvement with flight
research. Reeder served not only as
Person’s boss but, more importantly, as a
role model.

“Jack stood in a class by himself. He
had the keen engineering background
and the ability to analytically fly an air-
plane and extract important data, some-
thing that others were frequently unable
to do. Moreover, he would fly airplanes
that others were afraid to fly. He could fly
them and tell you exactly what was wrong
with them, sometimes even write a disser-
tation on the subject! He did this repeat-
edly, but most noticeably with the
Canadian CL-84 tilt wing VTOL
(Vertical Takeoff and Landing) airplane.
I know I sometimes made him upset
when he flew transports for the adminis-
trator, congressional staffs, and astronauts,
because he always liked to make sharp
control inputs and analyze each input as
the airplane flew along, so I would tell
him he was like a ‘bull in a China shop.’
But he was certainly the grandest engi-
neering pilot in the world.”

Another important individual who
played a role in helping to shape
Person’s early career was NASA Langley
research pilot Robert Champine, who
served as a mentor for Lee. “Bob sort of
took the new pilots under his wing and

found the morale and sentiment among
research pilots and engineers to be extra-
ordinarily exceptional. “There was more
research activity than we could possibly
keep up with. Much was being done with
aircraft as well as space flight systems. It
was like being in a fraternity or active
duty squadron. There was closeness and
togetherness in the office that slowly
eroded after the space program began to
wind down. But it was great, ten guys and
20 airplanes, 300-hrs a year, and every-
body seemed to like everybody else.”

During these formative years at

port in their native Baton Rouge,
Louisiana. “It was love at first sight,”
recalled Lee in describing his infatuation
with aircraft. This captivated interest was
further enhanced by experiences with
building and flying model airplanes.

The Person family moved to North
Carolina where Lee later attended col-
lege at North Carolina State University
in 1951. Two-years into college, howev-
er, Person began to lose interest in his
studies and joined the NAVCADS
(Naval Air Cadets). He took his com-
mission and wings in the United States
Marine Corps (USMC) and moved to
Cherry Point, North Carolina. During
this time, he gained valuable experience
flying jet aircraft, such as the Grumman
F9F-2 Panther and the F9F-8 Cougar, in
stateside duty tours that resulted in an

accumulation of 2000-hrs of flight

time. Following five-years of service in
the USMC, Person returned to North
Carolina State, completing require-
ments for a Bachelor of Science and
Mechanical Engineering degree and
graduating in 1961.

Fresh out of college, Person worked as
a management trainee for the Procter &
Gamble Co. of Cincinnati, Ohio. Not
quite the career opportunity he had origi-
nally envisioned, Lee began to wonder
about his future. Little did he know at the
time, but his career prospects were about
to take a 180-degree turn in a most favor-
able direction that would finally enable
him to realize his true dream.

Person learned through Max Goode, a
close college friend and employee at the
newly redesignated NASA Langley
Research Center, that the head of the
Flight Research Division at Langley, then


