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ALF in Action 

¶ Teaming with the City of 

Downey, IRG/Downey Stu-

dios, Downey Historical 

Society, Kaiser Permanente, 

and Downey Landing to 

preserve and honor the 

NASA siteõs special heritage. 

¶ Working within the commu-

nity through presentations 

and events. Working with 

retirees on preserving their 

legacy. ALF is a valuable 

source of historical and 

digital data on aerospace 

and aviation history in 

Downey. 

¶ ALF sponsors a high school 

grant program for eligible 

Downey High School stu-

dents. 

Columbia Memorial Space Center to open soon! 

Visitors get sneak peak of new state -of - the -art learning center, 
slated to open Jan. 31, 2009. (Update: Date is to be determined soon, itôs changed) 

By Mary Forney, Staff Writer    Downey Patriot (The Best Newspaper in Downey 

DOWNEYð The Columbia Memorial Space Center in Downey Landing opened its doors Nov. 

15 for a dedication ceremony of the facility and offered tours of where the crew of STS -107 
and the Space Shuttle Columbia will be commemorated.  

 
The center will honor Rick Husband, Willie McCool, Kapana Chawla, Laurel Clark, David Brown, 

Michael Anderson, and Ilan Ramon who lost their lives Feb. 1, 2003 during an uncontrolled re-

entry into the earthôs atmosphere.  
 

Named the official national memorial to the Space Shuttle Columbia by a joint resolution of the 
U.S. Senate and House of Representatives, the center is the only Challenger Learning Center 

for simulated space missions in the Los Angeles area.  
 

Built by Tower General Contractors from Los Angeles, the 18,500 square feet structure is home 

to a new state -of-the-art, hands-on space learning center. The interactive exhibits are still in-
complete, but once finished, the walls and programs inside the center will also chronicle 

Downeyôs legacy of aviation and aerospace innovation.  
 

For more than seven decades, Vultee Aircraft Corporation, North American Aviation, Rockwell 

International, and the Boeing Company brought large scale aircraft manufacturing and space 
module design, development and production to Downey ï operating on the grounds where the 

Columbia Memorial Space Center is now built.  
 

The space center will feature Downeyôs role in World War II, the development of the first 
cruise missile during the 1950s, and the construction of the Apollo command modules and the 

space shuttle orbiters. Continued on page 2 
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Promoting science, math, engineering, and technology, the Columbia Memorial Space 

Centerôs interactive exhibits will provide an inside look at space shuttle operations, an 
international space station, aerospace engineering, and the solar system. The center 

will also feature a robotics lab, computer lab, and rocket launcher.  
 

ñWe are thrilled to have been involved in the construction of this prominent memorial 

that stands as a living tribute for those who gave their lives for the advancement of 
the space program and the next generation of astronauts,ò Nato Flores, president of 

Tower General Contractors. ñThe buildingôs bold shape and futuristic design reflect the 
aspiration and ambitions of mankind on their journey to space. Its dynamic form pro-

pels forward and upward, symbolizing the optimism that drove a century of aviation 
and space exploration achievement.ò  

Other speakers at the dedication ceremony included Rep. Lucille Roybal-Allard (D-34); Downey Mayor David Gafin; 

Downey City Manager Gerald Caton; Columbia Memorial Space Center Executive Director Jon Betthauser, and Doug 
Brown, brother of STS-107 crew member David Brown. ñProjects such as this are important because we are a nation of 

explorers,ò Brown said. ñSomehow, we always find the need to see whatôs on the other side. This endeavor would make 
David especially proud because it helps encourage young people to dare to dream. Without that, we are all lost.ò  

 

Financial support for the center was provided by a $10 million investment from the city of Downey and $5 million from 
federal funding. The Columbia Memorial Space Center, located at 12400 Clark Avenue in Downey, will host a grand 

opening for the public on Jan. 31, 2009*.                                               Article courtesy of The Downey Patriot    www.downeypatriot.net 

Guests got a sneak peak of the Colum-
bia Memorial Space Center last week. 
The centerôs grand opening is set for 
Jan. 31. Photo by R.D. Salyer  
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Columbia Memorial Space Centerð Continued from cover 

Space Center Executive Director Jon Betthauser leads a tour of the Center 

*Columbia Memorial Space Center Opening Postponed 

The opening of the new Space Center in 
Downey, which had been planned for the 
end of January 2009, is being postponed. 
Complications with the completion of some 
of the exhibits and the installation of the 
Space Mission Simulator are the main rea-
sons for this unfortunate delay. We have 
also had to adjust some details of the build-
ing to accommodate the exhibits and other 
features of the new Space Center. Finally, in 
the spirit of being as careful as possible with 
all installation and operating expenses, we 
are taking some additional time to move into 
the building and get everything working as 
efficiently as possible. We thank you for your 
patience and will keep you posted on devel-
opments and on our Grand Opening later in 

2009. Jon Betthauser, Executive Director  

January 7, 2008 

www.columbiaspacescience.org  

or call (562) 904-6107  



For half a century , life in Downey revolved around the 167 -acre 

NASA site in the middle of town.  
It was there, in airplane hangars erected on former bean fields, that 

the city's men and women designed and built the spaceships that took 
the first Americans to the moon. Then came 1999, when Boeing, which 

was operating the site at the time, moved its operations out of town. 

The birthplace of the celebrated Apollo spacecraft and the space shuttle 
became "a gaping hole," said Downey Mayor David Gafin. "The paint 

was peeling, tumbleweeds were growing, asphalt was cracking," he 
recalled recently.  

Today, the site is home to the Columbia Memorial Space Center, a 
shiny new museum scheduled to open in late January that city leaders 

hope will allow the city to reclaim its piece of aerospace history and 

prove that it is getting back on its feet. The museum's directors say 
that it will be a learning center, aimed at teaching younger generations 

about Downey's legacy and getting them excited about space. In the 
nearly 10 years since Boeing left, the city has worked hard to redevelop 

the property.  

 It now has a shopping complex, a new hospital and Downey 
Studios , a consortium of film production companies that shoot movies 

in the old warehouses. It is also home to the Aerospace Legacy Foun-
dation, an organization that played a big role in getting the new mu-

seum built. The foundation is headquartered in the former foundry, a 
windowless warehouse scattered with model spaceships, old maps and 

photographs. Jerry Blackburn, the foundation's president, said he holds on to these artifacts because he worries that the 

site's history is being forgotten.  
 "A lot of the old -timers remember what went on here, but a lot of the children don't understand the significance," said 

Blackburn, who worked as an engineer at the site for more than 40 years. "It's got a tremendous legacy and history. We 
need to nurture it and share it." Downey, in southeastern L.A. County, was mostly fields in 1929, when an entrepreneur 

named E.M. Smith bought a plot and turned it into an airfield and manufacturing plant. As the aircraft industry grew, 

Downey grew with it. By the 1960s, some 30,000 people were working there, building planes and missiles for North 
American Aviation, the contractor then operating the site.  

 
NASA acquired the land in the early 1960s, and as the United States rushed to be the first country to send men to the 

moon, it turned to North American Aviation to develop the spacecraft to take them there. Engineers and other skilled 

workers moved to town. Subdivisions blossomed. People brimmed with patriotism. "I would introduce myself and say, 'I 
work over at the spaceship factory.' And people would just get so excited," Blackburn says. "You would go home in the 

evening and you would talk to your children and they were just in awe."  
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, North American Aviation, which had merged with Rockwell International Corp., was 

hit hard by cuts in military spending. By 1992, it had fewer than 5,000 employees. There was a glimmer of hope in town 
when Boeing North America acquired the company, but optimism faded in 1999, when Boeing moved its operations to 

Huntington Beach. When the industry left Downey for good, the city was at a loss, said City Manager Gerald Caton. Real

-estate values plummeted. Business at restaurants and the local mall fell, as did the city's sales tax revenue. But it was 
more than just an economic depression, said Caton, whose father worked at the site for 27 years. "The city was really 

saddened," he said. "The city's claim to fame ended when it closed down in 1999." Caton hopes the new museum will 
help the city re -stake that claim. The gleaming metal building, which looks a little like a spaceship itself, will be home to 

a number of hands-on exhibits, including a robotics lab and a space flight simulator. It will be the official national me-

morial to the crew of the space shuttle Columbia, which broke apart on reentry in 2003, killing all seven on board. It 
also will be a tribute to the industry that flourished in Downey. "We can memorialize what happened on the site, but at 

the same time we can get a lot of school -age kids in there and get them excited about science," Caton said. "It's a way 
of remembering." Linthicum is a Times staff writer. kate.linthicum@latimes.com   Picture Courtesy Downey Historical Society 
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Museum recalls Downey's Space Age glory By Kate Linthicum, LA Times, November 28, 2008  

The suburban site that had a key role in the manufacture of the space shuttle and the Apollo spacecraft will be the home of t he Columbia 
Memorial Space Center, dedicated to the crew of the space shuttle.  

Flyover of Downey Plant  (Date unknown)  
Picture Courtesy Downey Historical Society 

mailto:kate.linthicum@latimes.com


ne of my favorite movie scenes is at the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark when the Ark of 

the Covenant, sealed away inside a crate marked ñTop Secret,ò and supposedly under 
study by the top experts in archeology, is wheeled into a giant government warehouse, 

never to be seen again. There is no single image that better summarizes the absurdity of 
government bureaucracy. So you can imagine my excitement when, a year ago, I man-

aged to walk onto the warehouse set of the new Indiana Jones movie and found myself 

standing aside large crates marked ñTop Secret U.S. Army Intelligenceòði.e. the vast 
government warehouse holding the Ark. Filming was nearly finished and the set was 

about to be torn down. But in an ironic twist, this set was actually located on the same 
site where secretive work for the U.S. government had taken place years beforeðthe old 

North American Aviation/Rockwell International/Boeing factory complex in Downey, Cali-

fornia, south of Los Angeles. Downey is where supersonic missiles, the Apollo spacecraft, 
and the Space Shuttle had all been constructed. Now known as Downey Studios, the fa-

cilityôs aerospace days are long over and its large open factory spaces have served as 
sets for numerous movies, from Catch Me If You Can, to Red Eye, to Iron Man and the 

upcoming G.I. Joe, and television series like the Discovery Channelôs Smash Lab. 
The old aerospace site is gradually being reclaimed, with portions of it torn down and 

the land converted to other purposes including a hospital, a sports field, and a science center. Some of the old factory 

spaces are currently the location of the Aerospace Legacy Foundation, or ALF, dedicated to preserving the story of 
Downeyôs aerospace heritage. The ALF is currently involved in trying to preserve two Apollo boilerplate capsules, one of 

which is owned by the City of Downey and the other owned by the Smithsonian. But sometimes preservation can be 
dramatic, and a couple of weeks ago Downeyôs aerospace past and film studio present intersected with a little bit of un-

expected drama. 

The two capsules are designated BP-12 and BP-19. BP-12 was launched atop a Little Joe rocket during the Apollo pro-
gram and used for emergency transonic flight tests. After it was no longer needed, it was retired to a site in front of a 

United Auto Workers union hall where it sat for over three decades. BP-19 was used for parachute tests and was 
dropped from the back of a C-133 cargo plane. It was displayed at the Apollo Park in Lancaster, California, north of 

Palmdale. Although outside, it was protected by a glass display case and is in better overall condition than BP-12. 

Whereas BP-12 has been at Downey for over a year and a half, BP-19 arrived this past July. 
The two boilerplates were stored on the side of Downeyôs former Building 290, under a fenced-in protective overhang 

equipped with a sprinkler system. On Friday, November 7, a fire started near the two boilerplate capsules.  
Building 290 contains Downeyôs old high bay, and was once the site where the Apollo spacecraft underwent final assem-

bly. A ñhigh bay,ò for those of you unfamiliar with aerospace jargon, is a building with a very high roof and an overhead 
crane allowing for large spacecraft to be assembled. Downeyôs high bay has found a second life in the movie and televi-

sion business because it allows for the construction of tall movie and television sets. A year or so ago a film production 

crew built a mineshaft set and mounted the camera on a high platform dozens of feet above the ground so that they 
could film Sandra Bullock down at the bottom. On this day a crew from the television series Bones was preparing to 

shoot scenes set inside a sinking ship. A construction crew had built several rooms of a ship out of plywood and painted 
them like the rusted interior of an old freighter, an illusion that holds up remarkably well even when youôre standing only 

inches away. At least part of the shot required water to poor 

down from above over one of the sets. Because it is uncom-
fortable, even dangerous, for actors to spend much time 

shooting in cold water, the film crew had set up several water 
heaters outside the building, about 10ï15 meters from the 

boilerplates. The heaters warmed the water in a tank on the 
ground near the set and pumps then lifted the water up above 

the set so it could be sprayed down on the actors. Alongside 

the heaters were about half a dozen large propane tanks lined 

up against the wall. In the unusually warm and sunny south-

ern Californian day, the propane tanks heated up and their 

pressure release valves popped.   Continued on page 5  

Downey Fire did a great job responding and putting out the fire. 

The Downey Aviator                                                    Volume 1 2009      Page 4  

The Unforgettable Fire                                  by Dwayne A. Day      Monday, November 24, 2008  

Filming in Building 1, Harrison Ford 

http://www.aerospacelegacyfoundation.com/
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The Unforgettable Fire   Continued from page 4                            by Dwayne A. Day      Monday, November 24, 2008 

What happened next is unclear, but somehow an ignition source 

started a fire while most of the work crew was on their lunch break 
on the other side of the building. The result was several of these 

propane tanks firing straight up along the exterior wall of the build-
ing like blowtorches. Somebody called the fire department which 

responded with several trucks and 36 firefighters. Fortunately no-

body was hurt, and because the fire was outside the building and 
primarily directed straight up, the steel wall of the building buckled 

and melted a bit, but the fire did not spread and did not impact the 
structural integrity of the building. The Apollo boilerplates were also 

lucky. The radiated heat from the propane -fed fire only a dozen me-
ters away was hot enough to set off the sprinkler system over the 

capsules, spraying them with fresh water. Some of the water did 

enter BP-19 through a hole in the top. The two capsules emerged intact, with no heat damage. Unfortunately, one pri-
vate contractor was not so lucky. His pickup truck filled with tools was parked only a few feet away from the wall. The 

truck and tools were a total loss, and a week and a half later the contractor was still arguing with his insurance agent. 
Within days the damaged wall was patched, the water cleaned up, the debris hauled away, filming started and finished, 

and the sets torn down. Firefighters battle fires with water, but Hollywood fights intense television production schedules 

with money, filming the necessary scenes and then quickly leaving the site for the next project. Watch the upcoming 
episode of Bones for the result. The boilerplates are scheduled for restoration. BP-19 will probably be displayed inside 

the nearby Columbia Memorial Space Science Learning Center scheduled to open in January. BP-12 will most likely end 
up outside, serving as a gate guardian for the Downey facility. The remaining Downey buildings like Building 290 may 

not last much longer. A lot of film production has migrated elsewhere, to central Europe, Vancouver, Louisiana, and 
even New Mexico. Movie companies also rarely need the kind of space that the Downey facility provides. Why build a 

massive set when you can simply simulate it all on a computer? Downeyôs old high bay may disappear in the next few 

years, but the boilerplates will serve to preserve its legacyðbetter out in the open than packed away in a crate in a 
warehouse, and hopefully without any further drama. Dwayne Day  can be reached at zirconic1@cox.net  

2008 has been a very interesting and challenging year. We lost Arthur Clarke (futurist and author), Michael Crichton 

(Author), G. David Low (Astronaut, Columbia STS-32). The economy is in shambles but we also have new leaders in 

Washington D.C. 

On November 15 the new Columbia Memorial Space Sciences Learning Center was dedicated. As I walked through 

the crowd in the new center the comment repeated was òIt was sure worth the waitó. The Center Director Jon Bet-

thauser has been working hard to get the most from this small space facility. Much work remains to be done, and the 

grand opening date has been postponed to early spring 2009. We will have to wait a little longer to see how it devel-

ops.  Jon has been very focused on making sure it will be a quality event and ALF will be at his side to help him and the 

City. 

As we bring this year to a close please read some of the other articles on our accomplishments for 2008. One other 

event I wish to call your attention to was the retireeõs luncheon held on November 19th. It was a tremendous success 

and everyone seemed to enjoy themselves and renewing old friendships. We will be looking to plan another one for 

2009. Watch the newsletter for information. 

Finally, the work of the foundation involves many different types of activities. Recently a request on how many astro-

nauts have crewed the Columbia Orbiter vehicle in its flight history turned up some fascinating research.  Crew mem-

bers were both men and women, mostly from small towns, and all with more than one college degree. The details of 

this research will be made available in our next newsletter. If you would be interested in helping us with this kind of 

research please contact us. By the way there have been 127 different astronauts who have flown the Columbia Orbiter 

vehicle. I wish you and your families Happy Holidays and a prosperous New Year. Jerry Blackburn, President / ALF 

Presidents Message                                                                         Jerry Blackburn  

Our website at www.aerospacelegacyfoundation.org will is currently down. Use: www.aerospacelegacyfoundation.com or .net  

http://columbiaspacescience.org/
mailto:zirconic1@cox.net
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 How I Accidentally Crashed the Premier of ñEyes on the Starsò                  Stan Barauskas 

President John F. Kennedy set into motion a dramatic space initiative that resulted in an achievement mankind would 

not duplicate for generations. In his address to the Congress on May 25, 1961 he stated:  
ñI believe that this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the 

moon and returning him safely to the earth. No single space project in this period will be more impressive to mankind, 
or more important for the long -range exploration of space; and none will be so difficult or expensive to accomplish.ò  

 
This was to be the United Statesô response to the Soviet Unionôs earlier space achievements that thrilled the world. The 
newly-formed NASA, with only its first manned flight of Alan Shepard, to the fringes of space on May 5, 1961 under its 

belt,  accepted the challenge  that the President laid before it. Ultimately, myself and >400,000 other men and women 

would be directly involved in the Apollo Moon Landing Program at its peak. 
 

After the Apollo Program was well on its way, NASA would occasionally release documentaries showing progress toward 
the moon-landing goal  to keep the public informed as well as to assure con-

tinued support for this audacious goal. One of the best  short films of that 
kind actually was produced by North American Aviation Space and Informa-

tion Systems Division Motion Pictures Department, with NASAôs cooperation.   

It was originated and supervised by Cal Reed, assisted by Paul Hipp with the 
story board done by Ken Mundie of the Promotional Media Department. The 

short (~22 minutes) film was not so much a bland documentary as an emo-
tional, inspiring presentation 

that recounts memorable mo-

ments in the growth and history 
of America. It relates those his-

toric events to present-day pio-
neering-specifically, the modern 

space effort. It ends on the 
proposition that no challenge is 

too great and ñno goal is too 

high for a people whose eyes 
are on the starsò The ñRidge 

Runnersò musical group provides excellent original background music for 
which the lyrics and folk music were written by  John Stewart of the well -

known Kingston Trio.  

 
On Tuesday evening, January 21, 1964,  I was just getting  ready to leave 

the Meralta Theater in Downey after catching an early movie. As I was 
heading for the exit, along with the other  movie -goers, I spied  a  few limousines pulling up to the front of the theater. 

This piqued my curiosity  and I stayed in the background to see what was happening. I suddenly realized that some sort 
of special event was in  the offing when I saw President Harrison Storms and his wife exiting one of the limos and head-

ing for the theater entrance. I knew something was up.  A few minutes later  there was  a fairly large crowd  gathering 

in the seats in the center section of the theater. I stayed unobserved in the back to hear  someone speaking from the 
stage welcoming everyone to the theater and announcing the premier showing of a special short film titled ñWith Their 

Eyes on the Startsò.  After having introduced the various dignitaries; City of Downey Mayor Stephen Skinner, several 
City Council members and North American Aviation executives, the film was shown. It was extremely well done and re-

ceived a resounding round of applause at its conclusion. 

 
Fast forward about 42 years later . I was lucky to have known and worked with Marlene Swenson for many years 

before she retired from the Audio -Visual Department at Rockwell, Downey. I contacted her at a Boeing Aerospace Lead-
ership Chapter meeting and asked her about this old film. I was surprised when she remembered it and knew someone 

(Lynn Marquez) who still worked at Huntington Beachôs Creative Services who might know where a copy could be found.  

Success! I contacted Lynn and learned that she was well acquainted with both the filmôs producer, Cal Reed and the 
Director of Photography, Paul Hipp, and located a copy for me. It certainly brought back fond memories of this rather 

enjoyable and fun experience I had accidentally crashing the premier showing of   ñWith Their Eyes on the  Starsò. 

Harrison Storms, S&ID President, accepts Certificate 
of Commendation from Downey Mayor Stephen Skin-
ner  at the premier  of  ñWith Their Eyes on the Starsò  

Cal Reed, left,  and Paul Hipp of Information Systems  
Division Motion Pictures Department , check camera 

angles for a scene in  ñWith Their  Eyes on the Starsò.  
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Retiree Luncheon                                                                 (November 19, 2008) Atlantis Room, Downey Studios 

ALF President Jerry Blackburn chats with some visitors at 

the successful and enjoyable luncheon. 

ALF hosted the L & T (Laboratory and Test) 
Retiree Luncheon on Wednesday, Novem-
ber 19, 2008 in the Atlantis Room at 
Downey Studios/IRG.  
 
There were about 122 former North American, Rockwell 
and Boeing employees in attendance.  Lunch was catered 

by El Pollo Loco.  Desserts were provided by ALF Board 
Members.  Highlight of the afternoon were the tours lead 

by Larry, Jerry and Stan.  Tours included the rotunda, 
Building 1, the Suburban Street at Downey Studios.  

Learning Center Director Jon Betthauser invited the group 

over to the Space Center for a tour.   
 

Special thanks to Anna Marie and Vic for setting up, direct-
ing the buffet line and cleaning up!   

Larry Latimer shows luncheon guests the ñRotundaò lobby area, including   
Consolidated Vultee insignia in the floor (above). Old Pals Mario Marchisio, George Diaz, and Stan Barauskas 


