
One of Nasa’s “hu man com put ers”, who helped plan the mis sion that saw an American astro naut
or bit the Earth for the first time, has opened a new re search cen tre named in her hon our. The key
con tri bu tion of Kather ine John son, 99, and other African-American women to the US space pro- 
gramme was re counted in the film Hid den Fig ures, which gave over due recog ni tion to their work.
The film was the high est gross ing Best Pic ture nom i nee at the Os cars.

The maths in volved in the or bital mis sion was highly com plex, and the com put ers of the day were
prone to tech ni cal hic cups. So as astro naut John Glenn was go ing through the pre flight check list –
upon which his

life de pended – he in sisted that Ms John son dou ble check the cal cu la tions. “If she says they’re
good,” Ms John son re mem bered Mr Glenn say ing, “then I’m ready to go.”

The suc cess of the flight, dur ing which he or bited the Earth three times, was seen as a turn ing
point in the space race with the-then Soviet Union, which had pre vi ously been ahead after cos mo naut
Yuri Ga garin be came the first hu man to leave Earth and en ter outer space in 1961.

But, as Ms John son was help ing the US tri umph over its Cold War ad ver sary, racist laws were still
widely en forced – the Civil Rights Act end ing lo cal and state seg re ga tion did not come into force un til
1964. She also had to over come the sex ist stereo type that women are in fe rior math e ma ti cians to men.

But, at the open ing of the Kather ine G John son Com pu ta tional Re search Fa cil ity in Hamp ton, Vir- 
ginia, Ms John son didn’t seem to get what all the fuss was about. “You want my hon est an swer? I
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think they’re crazy,” she said, when asked about the de ci sion to name the fa cil ity after her. She added
that the de ci sion “gives credit to ev ery body who helped”.

Oth ers were happy to spell out what an im por tant fig ure she was. Terry McAuliffe, the gover nor of
Vir ginia, said: “You have been a trail blazer. When I think of Vir ginia and the his tory of what we’ve
gone through ... you’re at the top of that list. Thank good ness for the book and movie to come out, so
peo ple got to un der stand what this wo man meant to our coun try. She re ally broke down the bar ri ers.”

And David Bowles, di rec tor of Nasa’s Lan g ley Re search Cen tre, added: “We’re here to hon our the
legacy of one of the most ad mired and in spi ra tional peo ple ever as so ci ated with Nasa. “I can’t imag- 
ine a bet ter trib ute to Mrs John son’s char ac ter and ac com plish ments than this build ing that will bear
her name.”

The key note speaker at the open ing cer e mony was Mar got Lee Shet terly, au thor of the book Hid- 
den Fig ures, on which the film is based, whose cen tral char ac ter was Ms John son. “We are liv ing in a
present that they willed into ex is tence with their pen cils, their slide rules, their me chan i cal cal cu lat- 
ing ma chines – and, of course, their bril liant minds,” the writer said. “At every fork, her talent, her
hard work and her char ac ter pulled her to ward her destiny. At every turn, she made a choice to be- 
come the pro tag o nist in her own story and then of ours.”

She told Ms John son that “telling your story has been an hon our” and that she and fel low hu man
com put ers Mary Jack son and Dorothy Vaughan had been rev o lu tion ary sim ply by do ing their jobs.
“Your work changed our his tory and your his tory has changed our fu ture,” Ms Shet terly said.

John son had a fas ci na tion for num bers since her child hood in West Vir ginia, but said she never
imag ined where it would take her. “I like the stars, and the sto ries we were telling, and it was a joy to
con trib ute to the lit er a ture that was go ing to come out,” she said. “But lit tle did I think it would go
this far.”


