
ATK Space Systems: Goleta Company is Out of This World 
 
Somewhere thousands of miles above the earth, floats a satellite that is sending 
information to the GPS unit in your hand, installed in your car, or tracking you 
through your phone. And while it's not easily obvious, the reason people aren't 
lost in Lithuania, taking the wrong turn in Turkey, or fumbling with a map in 
France, has very much to do with a couple of nondescript  buildings in Goleta. 
Because while ATK Space Systems in the heart of Old Town isn't much to look 
at, what they do in there is out of this world. Literally. 
  
ATK got its start in 1975 as AEC-Able Engineering, an outfit started by 
mechanical engineers Bob Crawford and Max Benton in 1975. Only six years 
earlier, Neil Armstrong took his giant leap for mankind on the moon, and the 
rush of space exploration was still running through the veins of the young 
engineers. 
 
But it wasn't an easy start. Operating out of a loading bay - essentially a garage - 
off of Kellogg Avenue in Goleta the pair, who started their business with their 
wives, scrabbled for the first few years. 
 
"They tried a lot of things," said Dave Messner, Vice President. Contracts they 
took on included new stringing for tennis racquets, turkey basters, and 
improvements to one of actor Steve McQueen's cars. In the meantime they 
worked hard, took out second mortgages and kept their eyes on the skies. 
 
The company got its break almost 10 years later when they picked up a contract 
in from Lockheed Martin designing what has become their specialty: mechanical 
deployables for spacecraft. It started out with a coilable boom that would hold an 
early design of solar array. The boom would uncoil itself in space from a space 
shuttle and deploy a blanket covered in solar panels, an early design for what 
would eventually become the solar power mechanism for the International 
Space Station.  
 
The success of that project, thanks to the 25 people at Able Engineering led to 
more space contracts, and entry into a technology niche that would allow the 
mom-and-pop operation to eventually outlast even defense giants in the area 
like Delco, while maintaining 100 percent flight success for something like 70 
launches since its first major project.  
 
A Culture of Innovation 
 
Fast forward to today: Able Engineering's owners, having taken the operation 



out of storage and loading bays, moved it around to several locations in the 
Goleta Valley before its present location on Pine Avenue. The company was sold 
in 2004 to ATK, a publicly-owned weapons and space technology engineering 
company, after an initial sale to an investment company that encountered hard 
times during the tech bubble pop of 2000. The 25 employees handpicked by 
Able's founders have since grown to 170.  
 
There are things that have changed, said Supply Chain Manager Bill Spink, who 
is ATK's most senior employee. He started out in 1978 as a welder, just "building 
stuff" to filling several roles along the way to his present job. 
 
"We were building ground towers," he said, of his first years. "And we were 
building things for space, which was hard to believe because we were darn near 
working in a garage shop."  
 
With growth came some growing pains, said Spink, like the fact that more 
employees and more projects call for more specialization, as opposed to the 
"hands in everything" approach that was favored by the old school.  
 
Still, what hasn't disappeared is the culture of innovation that was alive when 
the company first started. At ATK, people are constantly being challenged to 
think of a solution, whether through freeform brainstorming sessions on how to 
make a better product to emails on how to improve the cafeteria. 
 
"People aren't held back," he said. "It's one reason why it's fun to stay...you're 
surrounded by bright, energetic people."  
 
Case in point: How do you make a solar panel array stronger, more powerful and 
lighter? With costs ranging from $10,000 to $70 million per pound to launch 
equipment into space, even the slightest weight reduction means millions of 
dollars saved. 
 
Answer: Create a flexible array that consists of panels on a mesh fabric mounted 
on a frame that opens up in a circle like a Japanese paper fan. Not only is it a 
quarter of the weight of the previous, more rigid solar panels, it's more 
maneuverable, and it packs tighter. It's an idea that started in the minds of a 
couple of engineers a little more than 10 years ago, according to Senior Engineer 
and Technical Director Jim Wachholz. 
 
"It's very rewarding, because now we see it up on Mars, it's amazing to see it 
grow like that." 
 



The Orion flexible array is just one of the innovative designs ATK is working on 
to improve space exploration technology as are helical antennae that deploy and 
retract.  
 
Currently, the company has hardware that has landed on the moon, as well as 
orbiting Earth, Jupiter, Saturn and Mars.  Click on Google Maps and know that 
some of that information was collected using ATK hardware.  Also in the works 
are solar panel arrays to power the next generation of GPS and weather 
satellites. 
 
But it's not just in space where all the innovative thinking is focused. In response 
to changing family dynamics, and the needs of modern life in a growing city, the 
company keeps in step by offering flexible schedules and where possible, a 
chance to work remotely. 
 
With the growth of ATK is increasing stability. The company, having survived a 
sometimes rocky start, buyouts and other transitions, has learned to adapt to 
changing economic times, including the current recession the country seems to 
slowly be leaving behind. 
 
"So far so good," said Earl McCutcheon, ATK's senior operations manager. While 
there are periodic talks of cutbacks from the White House, he remains 
optimistic. 
 
"When they really think about it, all of the ingenuity behind all of the hardware 
and the information it generates seems to be worth it." 
 
Still One Big Family 
 
"We have a set of values we've retained since we were Able Engineering," said 
ATK's Human Resources Director Susan Sullivan. "Honesty. Open 
communication. Integrity. Trust. Do whatever you have to do to get the job done. 
Work hard. Celebrate your successes. More importantly, have fun." 
 
Despite the 170-strong and growing population at ATK, that work and family 
ethic continues to be in play.  
 
In fact, working at ATK has truly become somewhat of a tradition for many of 
Goleta's families, with siblings, couples, and several generations working at the 
company.  
 
The family feeling is not just within the company, but also in the larger 



community. ATK fosters strong relationships with the renown engineering 
departments at the nearby University of California, Santa Barbara, as well as 
local high schools. 
 
The connections run deep: many of the engineers at ATK were once Dos Pueblos 
High School students; now the company fosters the school's award-winning 
engineering academy, which is run by a former ATK engineer. It's no secret that 
ATK's investment in the community is also a way that the company can keep in 
touch with the area's finest engineering minds. 
 
However, unlike other companies that have started in the Goleta area, only to 
grow and leave the area, ATK shows no signs of leaving. In fact the company 
now occupies a space in Goleta's Old Town within a couple of miles from where 
it first began, and instead of looking to move out to accommodate its growth, it's 
building a third building in the neighborhood. 
 
"This is a family," said Vice President Dave Messner. "Our people live here. And 
you don't want to move away from your family. If we chose to move...we'd be 
leaving behind what is the best part of our business." 
 
 
 
 
 


