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Introduction 

This one goes out to the ladies! 

From engineers to “computresses;” from switchboard 
operators to certified professional secretaries; women 
have been leading and supporting the outstanding 
missions of Jet Propulsion Laboratory since 1939. In 
celebration of Women’s History Month, this digital 
collection recognizes the accomplishments of women 
at JPL across time and space. 

P-15389A, 1975-02-13 



P-163, 1953-01-29

Prior to the advent of electronic computers and digital 
mathematics, JPL relied on a group of female “human 
computers” to create essential calculations that supported 
experimentation here on lab. Prolific women such as Barbara 
“Barby” Canright and Janez Lawson were included in this 
group. 

Barby Canright joined JPL in 1939 as the first female “human 
computer.” Notorious for her close ties with the original 
“Suicide Squad” Barby was responsible for fundamental 
calculations related to rocket trajectory and determined thrust 
ratios that made planes airborne. 
Janez Lawson was the first African American hired into a 
technical position at JPL. She was a skilled mathematician and 
was one of the first employees to be sent to a training course 
at IBM where she became skilled at programming and speed 
coding. 

The JPL “Computers” 



Helen Ling

Helen Ling was a supervisor for the computing group in 
the 1960s. Helen was influential in the inclusion of women 
in STEM positions at JPL. Ling encouraged women within 
the computing group to attend night school in order to 
obtain degrees that would allow them more professional 
opportunities within JPL. A pioneer for women’s rights in 
the workplace, Helen Ling was so admired in the 
computing group that those who worked under her 
lovingly referred to themselves as “Helen’s girls.” Many of 
“Helen’s girls” went on to become computer scientists and 
engineers within JPL thanks to the mentorship and 
guidance of Helen Ling. 

P-13728A, 1973-02-16 



Sally Crane

P-78B, 1952-07-03 

Sally Crane, PBX Supervisor, is shown here giving the 
new telephone switchboard a preliminary operational 
check. The equipment Sally operated had a capacity of 
2000 stations rather than 480, as the old system did. 
She controlled what was heralded as the largest and 
most modern telephone exchange in the entire 
Pasadena area and provided essential communication 
services across the lab.



Sylvia Miller

One of “Helen’s girls,” Sylvia Miller, was one of the last 
“human computers” to be hired at JPL in 1968.  
Throughout her 40-year career with JPL, Sylvia assisted 
in the design of a survey to map infrared sources for the 
Infrared Astronomical Satellite (IRAS) and supervised 
trajectory analysis for both the Cassini and Galileo 
missions. A self proclaimed “computress,” Silvia was a 
leading woman in STEM and her work continues to 
influence the Lab today. 

P-13737A, 1973-02-20 



Eleanor Francis Helin

Eleanor Helin was a prominent researcher of planetary 
science and astronomy at both Caltech and JPL over three 
decades. Helin’s research of lunar craters sparked an interest 
in near earth objects. She is credited with the discovery of 
several comets and minor planets. In the early 1970’s, Helin
launched the Palomar Planet-Crossing Asteroid Survey 
(PCAS), which is responsible for the discovery of thousands 
of asteroids and comets, and earned her NASA’s Exceptional 
Service Medal Award. 

Photo courtesy of Occidental 
College Special Collections & 
Archives



Marcia Neugebauer

Marcia Neugebauer was a prominent geophysicist who 
held several management positions at JPL including 
manager of the Physics and Space Physics sections, 
manager of the Mariner Mark II study team, and project 
scientist for Rangers 1 and 2 and the Comet Rendezvous-
Asteroid Flyby (CRAF) mission. Neugebauer's research 
yielded the first direct measurements of solar wind and 
shed light on its physics and interaction with comets.

P-1670A, 1961-07-25



Phyllis Buwalda

Phyllis Buwalda (right) worked closely with 
Marcia Neugebauer (left) as a senior scientist in 
the Division of Space Sciences. Phyllis’ research 
hypothesized the topography of the lunar 
surface. Her work was fundamental in the 
creation and implementation of seven robotic 
spacecrafts under the Surveyor program, which 
explored the lunar surface from 1966 to 1968. 

Photo courtesy of the Digital 
Collections of the Los Angles Public 
Library 



Donna Shirley

An aerospace engineer and author, Donna 
Shirley had an extensive career with JPL as a 
mission engineer. She is best known as the 
first woman to head a project at NASA, and for 
her work on Sojourner, the first rover to 
explore Mars. When Donna Shirley joined JPL 
in 1966, she was the only woman among the 
2,000 engineers who held an engineering 
degree. In a 1973 issue of Lab-Oratory, Donna 
described herself as “a jack of all trades; eager 
to learn new ones”. Donna retired from JPL in 
1999, but her work remains a pillar of the 
scientific community today. 

P-11621A, 1970-10-29



Leticia Eckerle

The Jet Propulsion Laboratory would be 
nothing without the dedicated work of 
certified professional secretaries such as 
Leticia “Letty” Eckerle. Born in Lima, Peru, 
Letty began working with JPL in 1969. Over 
her expansive career with the Lab, Letty 
championed the certification of other 
secretaries, supported the Data Systems 
Division, and even met Margaret Thatcher 
when she visited the lab in 1991. 

P-18301A, 1976-11-19



Gwendolyn Washington

Gwendolyn Washington worked on computer 
programs for Mariner 10 (MVM ’73) that determined 
for a given trajectory the sequence of ties, cone 
angles, clock angles, twist angles, and scan platform 
required to obtain a desired set of instrument 
observations. Gwendolyn described herself as 
“…inquisitive and direct. A person who quickly 
follows through with any ideal that appeals to her.” 

Lab-Oratory, March -
April 1973 



Louise Gray Young

Louise Gray Young worked as a physicist and senior 
scientist at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory until 
1974. Young’s research focused on planetary 
atmospheres, specifically the spectral absorption 
properties of the infrared surrounding the Earth 
and Venus.

P-3097A, 1964-02-07 



Jewel Robinson 

Jewel Robinson took a job at JPL with the 
intention of working for a few months in order 
to save a little extra money to purchase a piano 
for her daughter. She took a part time job in 
security in 1955 and by 1974, Jewel was 
promoted to security supervisor of JPL. 

Lab-Oratory, January 
– February, 1974 



Cecilia Guiar
Cecilia Guiar is an electrical engineer and began 
her journey with JPL as a primary member of 
Section 332, Ground Antennas and Facilities 
Engineering. Her work revolved around building, 
analyzing, and operating microwave reflectors 
used in communicating with spacecraft in deep 
space. 

Cecilia continues to work at JPL today as the 
assistant Director for National Security for the 
Astronomy and Physics directorate. 

P-30456, 1986-07-25 



Katherine Barhydt

Katherine Barhydt earned a masters degree in 
mechanical engineering from Caltech and began 
working in the thermal modeling department at JPL in 
1986. Katherine’s work was directly related to the 
Galileo mission, which traveled to Jupiter. Over the 
years, Katherine rose to the role of system engineer and 
worked on a variety of projects within JPL. 

P-35617A, 1990-02-27



Advisory Council for Women

Advisory Council for Women Committee 1986, P-30099

The JPL Advisory Council for Women (ACW) 
formed in 1977, and was originally known as 
the Women’s Advisory Council. Founder Kay Haines 
(Technical Librarian, Section 652) created the ACW 
as a line for communicating “job-related attitudes 
and concerns for JPL women” to the current 
director, Dr. Bruce Murray. 

Today, the ACW is one of the Employee Resource 
Groups (ERGs) on Lab and its membership over the 
past few years has grown to more than 600 
members. Since its founding, the ACW has 
continued to work toward its foundational goals of 
“empowering, enabling and educating women at 
JPL for success in the 21st century workplace.”

Advisory Council for Women 2021 
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