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Martin Memories 

I arrived in Orlando in 1958 with everything I owned in the trunk of an old Ford convertible, and 
took a front row seat for 36 years at what turned out to be one of the greatest shows imaginable. 
From the dark days of the Cold War, to the Moon, and then the reach for the stars with SDI, I got 
to play my tiny part, and I felt fortunate to have been there. 

 

I started at Elwell Street with the Lacrosse missile, but was soon working on Bullpup at the Main 
Plant. Early on, my improper selection of material resulted in thousands of unusable parts being 
made, and the guys in Manufacturing had a crate of the bad parts placed next to my drawing 
board where it remained for months, an ever-present reminder of my mistake. It was a lesson that 
I never forgot. 

 

Another lesson that I never forgot was to not tell the pilot that this is your first ride in a fighter jet 
for they will immediately demonstrate the full performance capability of the airplane. The result 
is generally a need for a complete change of clothes. This was the Laser Maverick flight test 
program at Eglin AFB, and how different things were back then; you wanted to go for a plane 
ride - you just went. And when our test missile had to be returned to Orlando for repair we put it 
in a rented station wagon. This was a full-sized Maverick (inert at this stage of the testing) and it 
stuck out of the back of the car by about two feet. Naturally, time was of the essence so I had my 
“critical national defense” spiel all set when I was stopped for speeding about 3:30AM just 
outside Apalachicola. But that Franklin County deputy never said a word – he took one look at 
me, and the missile, and turned around and left. I reckon he figured that it was either OK, or so 
nasty he didn’t want any part of it so near the end of his shift. I was not so lucky with NASA 
security some years later. 

 

We were building the Control Signal Processor for the Apollo program as a subcontractor for 
IBM. These were the days of extreme flight safety, and NASA would invariably decide at the 
last minute that the pedigree of the “mission CSP” wasn’t quite good enough, and they wanted it 
swapped out. We would have only a short window of access to the Saturn rocket, and it was 
always in the middle of the night. Over time, Martin and IBM worked out an arrangement where 
I would take the new CSP in my car, meet the IBM guy at a remote part of the Cape, and give 
him the CSP (he had a car pass that let him drive right into the VAB). I would drive to the VAB 
gate, walk in, and do the R & R. Afterward I would have free run of the VAB and the mission 
control room, where they would be in the very early stages of the countdown. All very exciting, 
and we did it so often that I began to take other people from the program along. We had been at 
this for a couple of years the night that Charlie Weiss went with me, and unbeknownst to any of 
us, NASA Security had had this little operation under surveillance for a while. They just knew 
we were stealing something, and they struck with a vengeance as we were putting the CSP in 



IBM’s car. A full SWAT Team, complete with helicopter flood lights, soon had us spread eagled 
in the street. Charlie’s eyes were bigger than his glasses, and I’m sure mine were, too. We were 
not actually cuffed, but it was a near thing, and in the end we all took a good scrubbing from 
NASA. That was, of course, the last trip. 

 

Qualification of the CNCE involved a rail impact test which we did in Sanford. This required 
slamming a rail car of a specified weight into the CNCE shelters that were secured on a standing 
flat car, and there was heavy customer participation, I think mostly because it was February, and 
they were based in Boston. Just before the test was to begin the “slamming car” was found to be 
too light, and we had to come up with about 9000 lbs of weight before we could start. While 
everyone waited, a couple of us sped back to Orlando in one of the big Army trucks assigned to 
the program where we found 10,000 lbs of steel blocks, each nicely marked “500 lbs”, on pallets 
behind the Dynamics Lab. A passing forklift soon had them loaded, and we were on our way. I 
briefly wondered about our lucky find, but was soon wrapped up in the test and never gave it 
another thought. It took about a month, and we worked seven days a week, finishing up on a 
Sunday. Returning to Orlando, we put the weights right back where we found them. A few days 
later I overheard a couple of guys in the cafeteria – “Joe, you won’t believe this but those 
weights showed up again”. I listened closer. It turned out that the weights belonged to the State 
of Florida, and had been sent there for use in certifying our freight elevators. How they had 
vanished from inside a supposedly secure area had been a mystery that only a couple of us knew 
the answer to – until now. 

 

The Navy Guided Projectile was a tough program because our customer was mad at us from the 
start. Flying the flag of “Copperhead Commonality”, a nifty catchphrase with a ring to it like 
Publishers Clearinghouse Sweepstakes, Congress had wrested the program away from the Navy, 
and given it to us. They were furious of course, design reviews were adversarial, and our 
program management really earned their salt. But they rose to the challenge, and I can recall one 
occasion when we were able to convince the Navy that a test firing where a projectile had 
plunged into the sea a thousand yards away from the target was actually a success.  

 

I think that I worked harder, but had more fun on Copperhead than anywhere else. I was part of 
the “credit team” – you know, the guys that came along after the real work was done, but it was 
no picnic. Funding issues had generated about a two-year gap between the completion of the 
successful full-scale development program, and the start of production. Building Copperhead 
was very challenging because of the severe shock of the gun launch, and many of the subtle 
lessons on how to do that became lost as the skilled Production folks moved on to other 
programs during the delay. Performance fell from 90+% at the end of FSD to below 60% in the 
early production acceptance firings. I became part of the Test Analyze and Fix team as we 
scrambled to recover what we had once had, and I doubt that anybody does this better than 
Martin. My job was mostly at White Sands Missile Range in New Mexico as we fired 
Copperheads, then recovered the broken pieces and tried to figure out what was going wrong. 
Getting the failures to Orlando for analysis quickly was paramount, and we had been using the 
company’s Citation jet until one of the failed warheads leaked explosives into the carpet and the 



plane had to be stripped of its furnishings – that was the end of that. We were all so dedicated 
that I can well recall the day that Ron Mueller and I draped wet towels over a failed Copperhead, 
and cut the live warhead off with an acetylene torch so we could send the Control Section back 
to Orlando for analysis. 

 

It was very satisfying to see the program become successful, and to know that I had played a 
small part. Over time, I got to witness many Copperheads fired as troops started to practice with 
them, and I can’t recall more than a couple of failures after it was deployed. Our travels took us 
from Europe to the Far East, and one of the last places I went was Yeasubetsu on the island of 
Hokkaido in northern Japan where we were to help the Japanese Army fire some Copperheads. I 
was the senior Martin guy there, and my job was to make sure that it went smoothly. Shooting a 
Copperhead naturally requires aiming the gun and that process is rather complex, involving not 
only locations of the gun and target, but other factors such as powder temperature, wind speed, 
direction, etc. The US Army does these calculations with a computer called TACFIRE, but this 
was not yet available in Japan so we had one of the first lap-tops. Let me set the stage. It is early 
morning, about ten degrees F, and there is enough wind to make it RAW. Present are about 250 
Japanese Army soldiers headed by at least one General with a host of other brass, people from 
the US Army’s Program Office, Hughes Aircraft (they made the laser designator), Mitsubishi 
Corp. and C. Itoh Corp. (our trading partners), and some others that I didn’t know. We are ready 
for the first shot and the computer crashes. Everyone is looking at me and help is on the other 
side of the world where it’s midnight. To walk away was unthinkable; we would never recover 
from such an embarrassment. After a minute I figured what the Hell, I had done this enough – I 
guessed at some numbers and prayed. We fired, and I spent the next twelve seconds trying to 
recall how long unemployment benefits lasted. Then --- BULL’S-EYE!  I believe that it was 
right about there that I thought I might have a real future in Marketing. 

 

Marketing was different and fun, but not without peril. You often briefed at very high levels 
where a slip could be fatal, for the company or your career. It was not for the faint of heart. But 
there were no faint hearts in Marketing. In Marketing I learned about Montague’s Number – a 
clever and obscure mathematical function that could be applied to make the data that you had 
produce the result that you needed. This was not taught to engineers. And I was able to apply the 
skills that I had acquired as a Reliability engineer to calculate the required pour rate for 
bartenders at an open bar to preclude anyone from becoming drunk. It needed considerable 
research (a tough job, but somebody has - - -). 

 

Trade shows were challenging because we were often standing for long hours at a stretch. The 
foreign companies seemed to always draw bigger crowds that we did - I think mostly because 
their marketers were often scantily clad young women passing out handouts like key chains with 
a bottle of Cognac attached. As I watched them work the crowd, and tried to learn something, I 
was disappointed that we were not doing more with thermal imaging at the time. 

 



About my last hurrah was the SDI – Star Wars. We bid and won some very interesting programs, 
and the final effort was the multi-billion dollar Ground Based Interceptor program. For this we 
teamed with Lockheed, and it was the largest competition of the decade. Every major company 
was playing. But our proposals were due in the face of a changing Administration, and the 
program was cancelled before they even opened the bids. It was a stellar disappointment that, as 
a Marketing guy, I should have known would happen. I was fortunate that my next assignment 
did not involve a broom. 

 

I retired in 1994 and never really looked back, but I have a wonderful kaleidoscope of memories. 
I doubt that there were few other places where a greater collection of talented and capable people 
came together under one roof than at Martin Orlando in those years. I feel lucky to have been 
part of it. 

 


