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HISTORY’S MOST STAR-CROSSED MILITARY PROJECT: The Inevitable F-35 

If we can all agree that war is hell, then how might we think of life at the Lock-

heed Martin plant in Fort Worth, Texas, where people toil to build the world’s 

most expensive war machine? You might reasonably picture it as a kind of pur-

gatory. The F-35 stealth warplane is without precedent in military history—

maybe any kind of history. The Pentagon first sought bidders for it 18 years ago; 

development began when Bill Clinton was still saddled with the presidency. 

Cost overruns and failed tests and delays accrued steadily, until the plane be-

came a $400 billion piñata. That cost is nearly twice initial estimates, and full 

production might not ramp up until 2019, which is six years late.  

But if you stood on the factory floor with some aircraft engineers, as I did re-

cently on a company tour, you would not sense any existential torment. You 

would see, instead, the workers studying part of a door that opens when an F-

35B swivels an exhaust nozzle toward the ground to hover. The part was struc-

turally sound, but they had noted a little too much material in places—just 

enough to generate returns from millimeter-wave radar. They pivoted to a 

screen displaying a freshly made 3D scan captured by a four-lensed white-light 

imager. The image is essentially a topographical map of the part and can distin-

guish differences of a thousandth of an inch, the same scale on which eye sur-

geons operate. One of the engineers would later touch the part with a sander. 

“It’s like sanding a Goodyear tire,” says Rick Luepke, a technical fellow and ap-

plications engineer.  

Up and down the production line, applications engineers use 3D scanners to 

inspect parts, and workers in white suits apply tape between spray jobs by ro-

bots to ensure that the tapering of the coating is microscopically smooth. Once 

all the tinkering is dialed in and tested, the plant will deliver almost a plane a 

day; now it takes 10 days. By 2037, 3,000 F-35s may be flying worldwide. If all 

this comes to pass, every branch of the U.S. armed services and several key 

allies will have an aircraft capable of processing data from on- and off-board 

sensors that allow pilots to see, shoot, and evade almost anything in the air or 

on the ground.  

All the new technology is designed to save time and money in full production. 

The cost overruns won’t be recouped, but the price per plane is on track to 

eventually shrink from $100 million to $80 million. And the tools and tricks de-

veloped for the F-35 will migrate to other Air Force programs, including a 

planned bomber and unmanned aircraft.  

Here in purgatory, Luepke and his colleagues know innovation is often stop-and

-go and nonlinear. But the battle for the right to exist has been won. For them, 

every day the improvements come in thousandth-of-an-inch increments. But 

those increments add up.  

VIDEO OF THE WEEK: Burning Man by Trey Ratcliff  

Titera’s Titbit: London Bridge 

The London Bridge is located in Lake Havasu City, Arizo-
na, United States. It is a relocated 1831 bridge that for-
merly spanned the River Thames in London, England, 
until it was dismantled in 1967. The Arizona bridge is a 
reinforced concrete structure clad in the original ma-
sonry of the 1830s bridge, which was bought by Robert 
P. McCulloch from the City of London. The bridge was 
re-completed on October 10, 1971, along with a [More] 
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