
T
The third in a series of five special sections

BY JENNIFER SMITH
jennifer.smith@newsday.com

Thomas J. Kelly, the propulsion expert known as
the father of the moon lander, heaved a sigh of
relief as a cargo plane carrying the LM-1 left the
Grumman airfield in Bethpage for the Kennedy
Space Center in Florida.

It was June 1967, just months after the deadly
Apollo 1 launch pad fire had further delayed the
nation’s quest to land Americans on the moon by
the end of the decade. Behind schedule and over
budget, Grumman’s Lunar Module 1 — the little
vehicle that would detach from the Apollo space-
craft and take astronauts down to the moon — had
finally been approved for shipment to Cape Canav-
eral.

But Kelly’s relief didn’t last long.
The LM-1 failed its first inspection.
“What kind of two-bit garage are you running up in Bethpage?” raged

NASA’s Lt. Col. Rocco Petrone, according to “Moon Lander,” Kelly’s 2001
account of the lunar program, published the year before his death.

“That LM you sent us yesterday is supposed to fly in space, but I

wouldn’t even allow it on the
launch pad,” said Petrone, director
of the Space Center’s launch opera-
tions. “Its propulsion tanks and
plumbing leaked like a sieve — it’s
a piece of junk, garbage!”

So much was at stake — not just
Grumman’s corporate prestige, but
the international standing of a
nation bent on beating the Soviet
Union to the moon.

If the lander failed, its occupants
would be doomed. If everything
worked, thousands of Grumman
engineers, assembly workers and
subcontractors led by the Bethpage
headquarters — and spread across
46 states — would pull off one of the
great engineering feats of the age.

The lander was designed to ferry
two astronauts to the moon and back
while the main sections, the com-
mand and service modules, stayed in
lunar orbit. It was a delicate craft —

nothing like the sturdy fighter planes
Grumman had built in World War II
— with a bulging cabin atop an
octagonal base perched on four
spindly legs sheathed in gleaming
Mylar insulation.

“It looked so fragile, like a spider
with aluminum foil covering it,” said
Larry Lutz, a former Grumman test
engineer who then lived in Seaford.

The leaking fuel lines cited by
Petrone were pulled out and flown
back to Bethpage. The redesigned
system eventually passed muster
and went back to Florida in time for
the Apollo 5 test launch into Earth’s
orbit in January 1968.

It performed well enough that
NASA put astronauts in the next
lunar module sent into space. Each
lander after that flew as designed,
including the Eagle (the fifth land-
er, or LM-5) that took Neil Arm-
strong and Buzz Aldrin to the lunar

surface 40 years ago this summer.
Joe Gavin, director of the LM

program and a former Grumman
president, remembers walking
down the hall at Mission Control in
Houston after the Eagle docked
back with the command module in
lunar orbit on July 21, 1969. A con-
gressman who had supported the
project put his arm around Gavin’s
shoulder.

“In my heart,” he said to Gavin,
“I didn’t believe you could do it.”

T he decision to go to the
moon came as Cold War
tensions between the Unit-
ed States and the Soviet

Union grew over the Berlin Wall,
Soviet nuclear testing and the failed
Bay of Pigs attempt to overthrow
Fidel Castro.

Both nations had benefitted from
rocket technology developed by
Nazi Germany in World War II.
The USSR had taken over the V-2
rocket test facilities there. The
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