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Next WSMR Hall of Famer Stolen From Holloman In 1947
By Jim Eckles, HOF 2013

In August 1947, 23-year-old Placido Trujillo  
drove down to southern New Mexico from his home-
town of Belen, NM, on his way to a new job as a 
skilled machinist at the Alamogordo Air Field, now 
called Holloman Air Force Base.  Never having been to 
the area, Trujillo was unsure where to go so he pulled 
into White Sands Proving Ground, just over the Organ 
Mountains east of Las Cruces.

According to Trujillo’s son John, officials at 
White Sands didn’t tell him of his mistake until they 

had looked at his papers, interviewed him and offered 
him a position in the new proving ground’s machine 
shop.  He accepted and the Army effectively stole a 
Hall of Famer from the Air Force.

On Sept. 28, at 10 a.m., Trujillo will be the 54th 
former WSMRite inducted into the White Sands Mis-
sile Range Hall of Fame. The ceremony will take place 
at the missile range’s Museum.

Interestingly, this is not the only Hall of Fame 
member to come to White Sands under rather seren-

Young Placido Trujillo working in the machine shop at White Sands early in his career.

See Early Employees Were Pioneers, page 3



The “Hands Across History” newsletter is 
published by the White Sands Missile Range His-
torical Foundation and the White Sands Pioneer 
Group (WSPG).   Both nonprofit organizations aim  
to preserve the accomplishments of White Sands 
Missile Range.

The newsletter is intended to keep members 
of both groups informed about current events and 
share information of common interest.  The edi-
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White Sands Museum Update w/Darren Court, Director
It’s been busy lately here at the WSMR Museum. 

Our numbers for the year are on track to be approxi-
mately 34,000 visitors. Again, this is almost all civilian 
visitors who might have their only contact with the 
Army be their visit to the installation for the museum. 

We will be attending the kick-off meeting for the 
2019 Las Cruces Space Festival this week. This is the 
second year for this new annual event and allows the 
museum to interact with many thousands of visitors in 
downtown Las Cruces. We are also preparing for the 
second annual Border Regional Archives Group Bazaar 
in October. This event will be held in El Paso, this year 
and encompass New Mexico, Texas, and Chihuahua, 
Mexico as archives from throughout the area hold a 
one-day show and symposium highlighting our local 
history and what we offer the public. This is a well-
attended event and we expect several thousand visitors.

We have almost completed our exhibit for the in-
stallation headquarters building giving a brief overview 
of the installation’s history. This was a project request-
ed by the post CSM and follows the approved museum 
storyline. We are currently trying to tell at least a bit 
of the installation’s history wherever we can, and what 
better place than Building 100!

Missile Park has undergone numerous upgrades 
and changes this year. We have added/replaced signage 
for the Lacrosse, Rocket Test Sled, F-4, QH-50 drone, 
BQM-34 target drone, Cardinal target drone, “Tacti-
cal” Redstone rocket, and have received – but not yet 
installed – signage for the Redhead/Roadrunner target 
drone, MLRS, and Little John rocket. 

New macro artifacts in the park include a Hermes 
1A rocket and a Lacrosse missile on its transporter/
launcher. We are currently awaiting a final cost esti-
mate from USACE and the local contractor and will 
construct pads, move, and provide conservation and 

new paint for an Aerobee 170 research rocket, Aerobee 
350 research rocket, Little John missile and launcher, 
Redhead/Roadrunner target drone and BQM-34 target 
drone with a stainless steel body used in laser targeting 
testing. 

In July, Mr. Court accompanied the Public Affairs 
Office as the Subject Matter Expert (SME) as they con-
ducted a visit for WSMR employees to Trinity Site and 
the Schmidt/McDonald ranch house – site of the first 
atomic bomb test in 1945. This was a popular event and 
will become a partnership as it allows the museum to 
interact to a greater degree with PAO and the curator to 
better explain the importance and role of the Army in 
the development of this technology. We anticipate do-
ing this at least quarterly. 

Late summer is typically a slow time for tours and 
outreach but as we look toward the fall, a number of 
things are scheduled for September. On the 8th, mu-
seum volunteer Gerry Veara will take a group from the 
Las Cruces Lions Club up for a tour of the Hembrillo 
Battlefield. This was recently publicized in local media 
and we have received numerous requests for civilian 
and veterans groups for the tour/staff ride. 

We also have three tours scheduled for groups on 
coach tours traveling through the area, as well as pro-
viding the SME at Trinity Site for visits from students 
from the Defense Nuclear Weapons School in Albu-
querque and the School of Advanced Nuclear Deter-
rence Studies at Maxwell AFB, AL. We also received 
national coverage when C-SPAN aired a 17 minute 
special about the museum as part of their “American 
History” TV series:

https://www.c-span.org/video/?448721-1/white-
sands-missile-range

We continue to prepare for both the transition to 
See New Gallery Construction Soon?, page 5
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Early Employees Were Pioneers CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

The caption on this Army photo indicates it was taken on Christmas Eve 
in 1951.  The list of the people pictured includes three men later inducted 
into the White Sands Hall of Fame.  They are Austin Vick, Bob Lectenberg 
and this year’s inductee, at top right, Placido Trujillo. The complete list 
is - “kneeling in front (from left) are John Mason, Win Van Horn, Marce-
lin Stewart and Don Lassitor. Seated at right is Art Ditmar. In the middle 
row are Bill Rabe, Ralph Renny, Harold Shoppach, Milton Huffmyer, Bob 
Lechtenberg, Ralph Konegan, Tom Jameson, Reed Gilliand, Robert Median, 
Charles Pope, Leon Hayworth, V.J. Norvell, Earl Peterson, and Charles 
Pack. Standing in the back are (from left) Clifford Woods, Austin Vick, Les-
ter Christenson, Frank Clark, Ray Mackey and Placido Trujillo.”

dipitous conditions.  Austin Vick was a 1950 NMSU 
graduate and was getting gas in Las Cruces for the 
drive up north for his first job when fate changed his 
path.

The gas station owner asked Vick where he was 
going and Vick explained moving north.  The owner 
told Vick that White Sands Proving Ground was hiring 
and he might want to check with the base before he 
left.  It was a Saturday so the owner sent Vick to his 
neighbor’s house.  The neighbor worked in the White 
Sands personnel office.  

Vick knocked on the door, showed his degree and 
work experience, was interviewed and then hired on the 
spot.  Vick went on to a Hall of Fame career at White 
Sands and was inducted in 2001.  In fact, he helped 
Maj. Gen. Duard Ball establish the Hall of Fame in 
1980.

The Hall of Fame they 
created was designed to rec-
ognize civilians and military 
personnel who make lasting 
contributions to White Sands 
Missile Range. Ball himself 
was inducted into the Hall of 
Fame in 1989.

Arriving in 1947, 
Trujillo was one of the true 
White Sands pioneers as 
he started work when there 
were very few permanent 
buildings yet and the Ger-
man V-2 rockets were being 
launched in front of reporters 
and photographers from the 
national news media.   His 
career ran until he retired in 
1978.

He started when the 
workforce was inventing the 
very idea of a missile test 
facility. None existed before 
White Sands.  Employees 
needed to be able to create 
products and systems with-
out much guidance. They 
had to work together and 
pool their expertise to bring 
together the many pieces 
that make up the largest test 
range in the United States. 

Trujillo was a machinist who could mechani-
cally visualize the needed part for a missile or a track-
ing system, then design it and finish it by creating the 
precision parts – all with minimal plans or detailed 
specifications.

Eventually, he proved himself an excellent man-
ager.  At the end of his career he was in charge of all 
buildings and grounds with more than 200 employees. 
On a test range covering 3,200 square miles he had a 
lot of ground to cover.

Trujillo was born on July 16, 1924 in Belen, NM 
and graduated from high school there.  In 1943 he went 
to the Puget Sound Navy yard to train as a “shipfitter.” 
Afterward he returned to New Mexico expecting to be 
assigned to a Navy unit during World War II. The local 

See Trujillo Helped Improve V-2s, page 4
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This photo ran in the April 14, 1961 issue of the 
Wind and Sand newspaper. Optical Engineer Wil-
liam Russell, on the right, is demonstrating the 
precision fit between a lens and a cinetheodolite. 
Trujillo, on the left, and his team fabricated the 
interface that made the instrument possible.

military induction center told him there were no Navy 
positions in New Mexico and “Welcome to the Army.” 
He served with an Army Engineering unit in Dutch 
New Guinea and the Philippines and was discharged in 
1946. 

After the war he attended Highlands University 
Vocational School in Las Vegas, NM where he per-
fected his skills as a machinist. He had completed his 
training in 1947 when he landed at White Sands.

At White Sands there was a team of proving 
ground personnel, General Electric employees and the 
German scientists and engineers who invented the V-2 
– Vengeance Weapon in WWII.  The GE crew had the 
contract to assemble, test and launch the rockets.

Much of the V-2 material arriving in New Mexico 
from Germany was broken, corroded or simply poorly 
made. In order to get working rockets, men like Tru-
jillo had to fabricate many of the parts for the V-2.  In 
this process, Trujillo rubbed shoulders with Wernher 
von Braun and many of the other Germans.  He said 
von Braun would come into the shop and request parts 

and go off saying things in German.  Unbeknownst 
to von Braun, one of the men spoke German and later 
translated the famous scientist’s remarks. Apparently 
von Braun didn’t care for the American way of doing 
things and was often hurling insults at the men.

In addition to making parts and pieces for the 
60-plus V-2s fired at White Sands, the shop was crucial 
to making photographic tracking telescopes work.  
Askania cinetheodolites arrived at White Sands along 
with the V-2 rocket parts.  These tracking instruments 
were essential in collecting data to be used in evaluat-
ing the performance of not only the V-2s but all the 
other missile systems eventually tested at White Sands.  
The machine shop made one-of-a-kind parts for them 
but also built whole telescopes designed by the White 
Sands engineers.

In an article in the April 14, 1961 issue of the 
White Sands newspaper – the Wind and Sand – Bill 
Mimmack, the Development Section Chief of the 
Range Instrumentation Development Division, said, 
“White Sands’ position as the best instrumented mis-
sile range in the Free World owes much to the ability 
of these machinists to turn our thoughts into the real 
thing.” 

The article goes on to explain how diverse the 
shop was. It stated, “Imagine a jeweler repairing a tiny 
wristwatch, the next rebuilding a Diesel engine ….. 
shop activity runs the gamut of delicate instrument 
repair and modification to construction of a mobile 
missile launcher.”

The same article singles out Trujillo for fashion-
ing “an instrument-rigged nosecone for one of the early 
experiments with captured V-2 missiles.” Also, he 
recommended changes to V-2 fuel valves that improved 
the motor’s performance.

Trujillo must have been pretty good because he 
was sent to Florida to assist at Cape Canaveral on a 
couple of V-2 launches. 

And in those days it was difficult to stand out in 
his huge organization. He was part of the Installation 
Engineering Office which had 600+ civilian and mili-
tary personnel.  His section was part of the Construc-
tion and Maintenance Division which accounted for 
half of that overall organization.  

The post newspaper said “these workers range 
from clerks and typists to engineers, and from labor-
ers and helpers to journeymen electricians, carpenters, 
welders, machinists, sheet metal fabricators, plumbers 
and mechanics. There are power plant operators, paint-

Trujillo Helped Improve V-2s CONTINUED FROM PAGE 3

See He Even Helped Build The Float, page 5
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 4He Even Helped Build The Float
ers, cabinet makers, insect and rodent 
exterminators, garbage collectors, road 
maintenance crews, machine and instru-
ment technicians, landscape artists, en-
gravers, punch press operators, design-
ers, draftsmen and metal workers.” 

So, in 1956, Trujillo was fore-
man of the Precision Machine Shop, 
part of the Mechanical Branch.  He 
was “responsible for most of the post’s 
prototype work such as machined modi-
fications and/or repair on such things as 
cameras, recording devices and smaller 
portable instruments.”

Trujillo’s nomination package 
includes a long list of projects he was 
involved in for which he received 
personal commendations.  It includes 
construction of the T-153 and T-154 
telescopes, mechanization of camera 
mounts, work needed for the live broad-
cast of missile shots from White Sands for the “Wide, 
Wide World” television show in March 1957, modifica-
tion of the 500K Static Test Stand, and the Contraves 
Cinetheodolite Mount Project.

Letters of commendation for Trujillo often cited 
his attitude which many said reflected on his charac-
ter.  The Atmospheric Sciences Lab, after placing their 
laser research domes on two mountaintops (see Hands 
Across History newsletter, May 2018 for story), said 
Trujillo’s “attitude, enthusiasm and attention to detail” 
contributed to successfully constructing the two sites. 

Being innovative, he excelled at 
some odd jobs as well.  He received 
a commendation for preparing the 
range’s float for the Sun Carnival 
Parade in 1974. The float was then 
used extensively in other communi-
ties - Las Cruces, TorC, Deming and 
Alamogordo. He was praised for 
his volunteer work in constructing a 
jungle gym for the children’s center.  
Also, he was cited for designing and 
building a bump gate for an uprange 
location.

Eventually he was promoted 
to machinist foreman supervising 12 
employees. His responsibilities grew 
as the years passed because of his 
common sense approach to work and 
his ability to bring people together to 

accomplish each task. His final position 
was as Division Chief of Building and 

Grounds where he was responsible for over 200 people. 
Somehow the last position got him involved in the 
introduction of oryx on the missile range.  As an avid 
hunter and hiker, Trujillo enjoyed having the African 
antelope roaming the range.

Trujillo was married to Sally Sanchez Trujillo 
for 65 years. Both are now deceased.  They had six 
children and there are many grandchildren and great 
grandchildren. Some family members are expected to 
be on hand to accept the award at the ceremony. There 
is no luncheon.

Undated portrait of Trujillo 
later in life. Family photo.

CMH and the construction of a new gallery. Some of 
you may be unaware, but the museum is transitioning 
away from local and IMCOM control to the US Army 
Center of Military History at Ft. McNair, Washington, 
DC. This will basically make us a tenant organization 
of WSMR, with basic support from the installation but 
everything else from CMH. It’s a big step and we have 
great hope for better, more timely, support of our mis-
sion and programs moving into the future. 

The museum proffer addendum for construction 
of our new exhibit gallery is expected to be approved 
soon. Once we receive notification, the historical foun-
dation will provide the additional funding and we will 
then schedule a groundbreaking ceremony and move 
forward from there.

As always, this is YOUR museum, support it!

New Gallery Construction Soon? CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2

Recent President of the WSMR Historical Founda-
tion, Sharon Reese, gives Col. Dave Brown, WSMR 
Garrison Commander, a check for the planned new 
museum gallery/exhibit hall.
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Museum Archive Receives NM Recognition

WSMR Museum Archivist Debbie Walters poses with the award certificate from the state of New Mexico 
with some of her team of volunteers. From left to right are: Gene Dirk, Bill Jones, Glenn Moore, Debbie, 
George Helfrich, Joe Marlin and Jon Gibson.

By Adriana Salas de Santiago
WSMR Public Affairs Office

The State of New Mexico Cultural Properties Re-
view Committee awarded White Sands Missile Range 
with the Heritage Organization Award during the 2018 
Heritage Preservation Award ceremony in Santa Fe in 
May. The prestigious award is presented annually and 
recognizes organizations for their significant contribu-
tions to historic preservation in New Mexico. 

The Cultural Resource Program at WSMR was 
recognized for their historic context development, 
describing the chronological development of sites such 
as the Small Missile Range, multiple launch complexes 
and instrumentation sites within the installation.

“Out of all of the Department of Defense, De-
partment of Education and the Parks Services, these 
WSMR reports are by far the best historic contexts I’ve 
seen,” said State Historic Preservation Officer Jeff Pap-
pas. “This is the biggest commitment to research we’ve 
seen in quite a few years.”

Behind a lot of this research at White Sands has 
been the Museum Archives where much of the needed 
documentation is now stored. 

The SHPO award recognizes archaeologist Bill 
Godby, two contracting firms and the WSMR Mu-
seum Archives, for their multi-year effort of creating 
historic contexts to support National Register evalu-
ations throughout WSMR. Historical Architects and 
archaeologists from Epsilon System Solutions, Inc. 
and Ama Terra Environmental Inc. are responsible for 
writing the report. Godby said this was a team effort on 
all fronts, and he is very proud of the quality of work 
produced by both companies. 

Godby also noted the role of the WSMR Mu-
seum Archives volunteer staff who are former WSMR 
employees. They are led by volunteer Debbie Walters. 
“It’s a complicated process, a story that can’t be told 
unless you have the information,” Godby said. 

The team has written contexts for Green River 
Test Site, their first complex historic context report, the 
Small Missile Range and multiple launch complexes. 
The team is currently finishing the first comprehen-
sive context for the LC-33, home of the V-2 and Nike 
rockets. “We give a broad history of what happened, 
to include the initial development of an area, to docu-
menting all the missions and projects it supported,” 
Godby said. “Generally we try to write up to the pres-
ent, making the context a very comprehensive history.”

This is the 36th award ceremony for SHPO. Pap-
pas said his staff chooses the award recipients, with 
only seven awards presented per year, in eight different 
categories. “Basically we just recognize great work in 
historical preservation and the development of histori-
cal resources,” Pappas said. “To get the award is really 
quite a big deal.”

WSMR Environmental Division Chief Brian 
Knight said the nomination for the award was unique 
in that the SHPO National Register Coordinator Steven 
Moffson, was the one who nominated Godby and his 
team for the award.

Godby said historical context development for ar-
chaeology at WSMR is great and has been going on for 
over 30 years, but not the same for the built environ-
ment. “It’s never been done to this extent,” Godby said. 
“We’re really putting our efforts toward something that 
will support the future development of WSMR.”

See Rare Award For Military, page 6
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The historic context reports not only provide a 
window to the history of the built environment, but it 
also directly supports the Facilities Reduction Program 
by allowing WSMR missions to more readily move 
forward with necessary changes to their facilities, while 
meeting requirements of the National Historic Preser-
vation Act. For example, the historical context provided 
for Launch Complex 35 allowed the Navy to make 
modifications to support the arrival of a new system. 

The idea to focus intensely on developing historic 
contexts for the built environment came about from a 
visit Pappas made to the installation shortly after his 
governor appointed position as State Historic Preserva-
tion Officer. During the visit Godby said he and Pappas 
agreed on a direction for the built environment, not-
ing “At that point we both agreed that historic context 
development was the most important thing we needed 
to be doing,”

This is not the first prestigious award Godby and 
his team received. In 2015 they were awarded the Sec-
retary of the Army Award for Cultural Resources and 

in 2016 they were awarded the Secretary of Defense 
Award for Cultural Resources.

“Our goal is to try to balance and support test-
ing while preserving cultural resources,” Knight said. 
“That’s the most challenging thing for a military orga-
nization, we want to preserve our historic resources and 
we also want to maximize mission assets.”

Normally the award recipients are tribal govern-
ments, university organizations or non-profit groups. 
It is rare for a military installation to win the award. In 
2008 Knight and his team at Fort Bliss, Texas, at the 
time, received the award for an excavation of a prehis-
toric pueblo.

“Bill has been really instrumental.” Knight said. 
“One of the hardest things there is to do, especially at 
WSMR, with such a complicated history, is to capture 
and research data. They’ve been able to do that and re-
ally tell the story of WSMR.” Godby said he intends to 
have the reports available online at WSMRHISTORIC.
COM and will make them available for viewing at the 
WSMR Museum Archives on base.

Rare Award For The Military CONTINUED FROM PAGE 6

Contractor and WSMR employees who accepted the Heritage Organization Award in Santa Fe. From the 
left: Nate Myers & Phil Esser, Epsilon Systems Solutions; Brian Knight & Bill Goodby, WSMR; Rachel 
Feit & Kurt Korfmacher, Ama Terra International. Courtesy photo.

Recent Donations To The WSMR Historical Foundation
In the last issue of Hands Across 

History, Frances Williams paid tribute 
to three WSMR pioneers who had died 
recently and offered a donation to the 
Historical Foundation in their names.  
They were:

 Austin Vick
 Carlos Bustamante
 Chris McDonald

Also, she challenged others to 
make similar donations.  Patricia J. 
Cochran and Wally Adam have since 
sent in $100 checks in donation to honor 
these three.  Wally said, “All were great 
contriubtors to the Range, and were 
great people.”

These donations will go in the fund 
to continue Museum improvements.
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Here is a photo you don’t see much.  This is Maj. Gen. Leslie Groves, head of the Manhat-
tan Project, in the crater at Trinity Site during the Sept. 1945 news media visit.  What makes 
it great is that all four stumps to the 100-foot steel tower on which the bomb was placed for 
explosion are visible.  Also, there is a clear view across the low part of the crater to the eastern 
lip.  One of the stumps is still partially exposed today. Next Trinity Site open house is Oct. 6.


