
What’s True?  

In “The Rocket Men”, while the conversations are imagined, the timeline, science, and all historical 
events are real. 
   
In 2017, I was working on a play in Decatur, Alabama. While out there, I did what most folks do in that 
region (which is just outside Huntsville or “Rocket City”), I went to the U.S. Space and Rocket Center. In 
the gift shop, I picked up a book totally by random. It was titled: “The Rocket Team” by Frederick L. 
Ordway III and Mitchell Sharpe. I began to read about Wernher von Braun and his Rocket Team.  

But who was von Braun? My mom knew him as the handsome silver-haired gentleman on TV; many 
people in America knew of him through the Tom Lehrer song. But many people like me, didn’t seem to 
know him at all…and then I realized it had to do with Operation Paperclip which brought his team, which 
pioneered V2 technology, here in secret after WWII. 
  
As I dug deeper, I discovered an article about Heinz-Hermann Koelle, a German rocketeer who was 13 
years younger, brought over to be a part of the team in Huntsville several years later. Despite being a 
major player in the group, he is barely known “in the history books” and leaves the project in 1965. And I 
began to ask why….At the same time I dug deeper into the work of Michael J. Neufeld (Von Braun: 
“Dreamer of Space, Engineer of War”) and “Dora” by Jean Michel. And this play fell into place as this 
theatrical piece that I felt very much speaks to our time. As I wrote, I realized the play was about the 
perception of what it means to be an American, and the layers of this story in the history books…and not.  

While the characters in the play are based on actual figures in history, before I even started to write any 
pages, I knew the character of Friend would be essential. While how Friend operates is created, Nikki is a 
real person noted at Dora; the idea of the relationship was inspired by von Braun’s relationship in Dora to 
Charles Sadron. The character of Sol is based on research. His character is inspired by a moment recorded 
in Monique Laney’s “German Rocketeers in the Heart of Dixie”. Her book notes a former WWII soldier 
addressing a library full of Huntsville there at the time to support Arthur Rudolph. He said to do so was 
wrong. He said they didn’t know the full story, but he did because his troop liberated Dora. I thought what 
if someone who had this history worked on the project. I thought, what if they met Heinz-Hermann 
Koelle. The relationship between Sol and Koelle is created for the play, but pays honor to a younger 
generation struggling to hold both things in their hands at the same time in pursuit of a new future: the 
wonders technology can bring, but also the ethics of how that technology is made.  

As a young writer, for three years I worked as a receptionist in an architecture firm, writing my plays at 
the front desk… Now I know why. Much of my office experience there merged with the history here.  

In the last two years of writing the play, before production, I realized what is learned in the play - even 
women were at Dora. Dora is spoken about in many ways, but the undeniable brutality, and how that play 
became a literal hell on earth is something Americans are still learning about today as I talk to audiences 
seeing the play.  

My work has always broken open stories theatrically in order to see better the underlying truth. I set out 
with a difficult task: to hold both in my hands the achievements, but also the truth. How the rockets were 
made matters.  
  
We see a star, we take in the light that came from the star years ago. We look up, we are seeing what stars 
looked like years ago. Five years ago I read the book “The Rocket Team” by Frederick L. Ordway III and 
Mitchell Sharpe and it as like my heart took off like a rocket… but I didn’t know the full story. Now, 
years later, I hope in discovering it for yourself, you can find your own hope for the future, and how you 
see it.  

— Crystal Skillman 



Dramaturgical Research  

Please Visit our Research & Study Guide created by Synchronicity Theatre : https://the-rocket-men-
research.squarespace.com/the-men. There is a detailed Rocket Men play packet, and dramaturgical folder, 
available on request.  

Essential Reading/Research: 

• Chasing the Moon: American Experience, Robert Stone based on the book authored by Robert Stone 
and Alan Anders  

“The Rocket Team”, Frederick L. Ordway III and Mitchell Sharpe 
• Von Braun, Dreamer of Space, Michael J. Neufeld  
• Dora: A History of the Camp, Dora, Andre Sellier  
• Dora: The Nazi Concentration Camp Where Space Techonology Was Born and 30000 Prisoners Died, 

Jean Michel 
• Willy Ley, Prophet of the Space Age, Jared S. Buss  
• German Rocketeers in the Heart of Dixie, Monique Laney 
• Project Horizon: The Declassifeid  
• From Peenemunde to Canaveral, Dieter Huzel  
• Dr. Space: The Life of Wernher von Braun, Bob Ward 

Essential Papers: 
  
About Project Horizon: 
https://www.sandboxx.us/news/featured/project-horizon-nukes-and-shotguns-on-the-moon/ 

Document Online: 
http://www.astronautix.com/p/projecthorizon.html 

Hermann Koelle, the Most Important German Rocket Scientist You’ve Probably Never Heard Of: https://
www.smithsonianmag.com/air-space-magazine/hermann-koelle-most-important-german-rocket-scientist-
youve-probably-never-heard-180973159/ 

Daniel Paul (Late Night at Space Camp) piece: http://storysouth.com/stories/from-the-mixed-up-files-of-
dr-wernher-von-braun/ 

Von Braun, the V-2, and Slave Labor 
https://wsmrmuseum.com/2020/07/27/von-braun-the-v-2-and-slave-labor/4/ 

The Space Race Began With 16,000 Nazi Prisoners Slaving Away On Wernher Von Braun’s Nazi Rockets: 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidaxe/2023/04/19/the-space-race-began-with-16000-nazi-prisoners-
slaving-away-on-wernher-von-brauns-v-2-rockets/ 

Legacy Still Honored: NASA Still Honors A Nazi Who Used Slave Labor To Build His Rockets: https://
nasawatch.com/history/nasa-still-honors-a-nazi-who-used-slave-labor-to-build-his-rockets 

https://sova.si.edu/record/nasm.1999.0038 
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