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LOCKHEED MARTIN

In 1926, Allan Lockheed, John Northrop, Kenneth Kay, and 
Fred Keeler founded the Lockheed Aircraft Corporation as 
an American aerospace company. It later merged in 1995 
with Martin Marietta to form Lockheed Martin. Lockheed 
has had a long partnership with the United States Air Force 
and the National Reconnaissance Office from as far back as 
the development of the Weapon System 117L to the Titan 
booster and beyond.

AIRCRAFT
On 26 July 1954, President Eisenhower appointed a 
“Technological Capabilities Panel” that was chaired by MIT 
President James Killian to study options to deal with the 
Soviet threat. The TCP was organized into committees, each 
with its own separate issue or area of study. One of those 
committees, the Intelligence Projects Committee headed by 
Edwin “Din” Land, the president of Polaroid, recommended 
that the government proceed with the Lockheed Corporation 
plan to build a reconnaissance aircraft that could fly above 
Soviet air defenses. That recommendation eventually 
spawned the development of the U-2 reconnaissance aircraft. 

Lockheed developed the U-2 in its Advanced Development 
Projects (ADP) division, also known as the “Skunk Works.” The 
name was taken from the moonshine factory of the Li’l Abner 
comic strip. Clarence “Kelly” Johnson, Lockheed’s genius 
aircraft designer and the vice president of ADP and director 
of the Skunk Works, designed the U-2, as well as many other 
successful Lockheed aircraft. President Eisenhower approved 
the U-2 project in November of 1954, as part of a joint Air 
Force, CIA, and Lockheed program under the name Project 
Aquatone. 

As a follow-on to the U-2, Kelly Johnson proposed several 
concepts he called Archangel, which was a play on Lockheed’s 
original name for the U-2, “Angel.” After the twelfth concept 
was adopted, the aircraft was named the A-12 and was 
developed under the CIA project name Oxcart, which also 
became synonymous with the aircraft. Later, Kelly Johnson 
and the Air Force developed an Air Force version of the A-12, 
which became the SR-71.

LAUNCH SYSTEMS
In 1946, the Air Force-funded Project RAND studied the 
technical feasibility of orbiting artificial satellites, which 
became the origins of the Advanced Reconnaissance 
System or WS-117L. On 29 October 1956, Lockheed Aircraft 
Corporation (which had teamed with Eastman-Kodak) was 
awarded the prime contract for the liquid-propellant Agena 
booster-satellite developed for the WS-117L. Lockheed 
developed the Agena vehicle that was used for Corona 
satellite launches. The Glenn L. Martin Company (and later, 
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Martin Marietta and then Lockheed Martin) developed the 
Titan rocket family that was primarily used by the Air Force 
and the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. The 
Titans played a crucial role, along with the Thor and Atlas 
booster rockets, in launching many NRO satellites into space. 
The Titan IV was produced primarily for the NRO in order to 
launch satellites, but as satellites remained in orbit longer, 
the need for the Titan IV declined. The Titan IVB was the last 
Titan rocket to remain in service, making its final launch from 
Vandenberg Air Force Base on 19 October 2005 carrying a 
satellite for the NRO. 

In December 2006, the United Launch Alliance, a joint venture 
between Lockheed Martin Space and Boeing Defense Space 
& Security, was formed. ULA provided launch services with 
the Delta IV Heavy, Atlas V, and until 2018, the medium-lift 
Delta II. Recently, the company unveiled the Vulcan Centaur, 
a heavy-left launcher utilizing Atlas V and Delta IV technology. 

SATELLITES
Lockheed was also involved in some lesser-known NRO 
satellite programs such as Quill, a synthetic aperture radar 
technology demonstrator. Lockheed, along with Goodyear 
Aerospace, launched the first and only Quill satellite on 
21 December 1964 to demonstrate the utility of SAR in 
a reconnaissance satellite. The Quill satellite worked so 
well that a second planned launch was cancelled because 
all of the test objectives were met with the first launch. 
While the Quill proved the effectiveness of the technology, 
the resolution was so poor that it did not meet the utility 
threshold it needed to meet intelligence requirements, and 
the concept was shelved for decades. Quill was declassified 
by the DNI in 2009.

In the late 1960s, Lockheed Corporation, along with 20 
other contractors, was involved in developing the Manned 
Orbiting Laboratory program, a joint NRO-Air Force project 
to build a manned satellite to increase the effectiveness 
of NRO’s imaging systems. The project was designed to 
house astronauts in a pressurized lab for up to 30 days to 
manually operate and repair NRO’s KH-10 Dorian camera 
system to acquire exceptional reconnaissance imagery. 
The MOL project was cancelled during President Nixon’s 
administration in favor of unmanned satellites that were 
advancing much faster than anticipated. Afterwards, some of 
the MOL astronauts went to work for NASA and flew in the 
Space Shuttle. 

In addition to the key role Lockheed played in the success of 
the Corona, it also provided the Agena D to serve as a control 
vehicle after the launch of KH-8 Gambit satellites into polar 
orbit from Vandenberg Air Force Base in California. The KH-8 
or Gambit 3 satellite, was designed to replace the earlier 
Gambit 1 satellite which provided very high-resolution 
imagery of areas of interest identified by the Corona search 
satellites. In addition to the Agena, Lockheed also developed 
a highly unique roll-joint that enabled the entire camera 
section to rotate in carrying out its imaging functions. 

When it came time to replace the Corona system, the NRO 
once again turned to Lockheed to help build a new generation 
of search satellites known as Hexagon. The Hexagon vehicle 
was the size of a train locomotive. It had three sections—
the rear section propelled the satellite, the middle section 
carried a film load with 60 miles of film feeding the camera 
and optical system, and the forward system carried four large 
film return vehicles as well as experimental subsatellites. The 
NRO contracted with Lockheed to build all three satellite 
structures and integrate components from other contractors. 
The first launch of Hexagon in 1971, brought a dramatic 
increase in the amount of satellite imagery for exploitation 
by U.S. intelligence analysts.

Lockheed remains a key partner in the success of NRO 
satellite systems. 
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