
	 From as far back as she can remember, Judy loved horses.  Being raised in the 
suburbs of Philadelphia, however, offered little opportunity to keep a horse of her own 
although she wished for one as every birthday rolled around.  In the summer of her 
sixth year she was invited to visit her uncle’s farm.  She was thrilled.  He had a horse.

	 That visit, initially intended to be for two weeks, easily morphed into eight.  
Understanding that her passion for horses was genuine, her uncle saw to it that his 
little niece not only rode the horse, but also began learning to care for him properly.  He 
took her to local horse shows, explained the technicalities of gaits and showmanship, 
let her observe the full range of show preparations from the braiding of manes and tails 
to polishing hooves, oiling leather, and mucking out stalls.  He provided as complete an 
education as he was able.  She relished it all.  Shouldering her share of farm chores, 
one of her jobs was to follow along behind the plow picking up potatoes.  Come 
evening, top to toe she was the color of dirt, and so exhausted she often fell asleep in 
the tub.  She earned a quarter for each day’s labor, was rightfully proud of her 
contributions, and returned every summer for years.

	 Judy earned her English degree from Hartwick College in upstate New York.

Shortly thereafter, she boarded a ship in New York Harbor bound for LeHavre, France.  
The plan for Judy and her four traveling companions was -  travel to Germany, learn the 
language, find a job, stay a long time.  Ultimately, only two of the young women 
completed the tour as planned, but all shared experiences to savor for a lifetime.

	 This trans-Atlantic cruise ship had been booked for a specific purpose and the 
organizers planned it well.  Eleven hundred students were onboard, each bound for 
diverse locations on the vast Eurasian Continent. The crossing would take nine days.  
Each day offered classes designed to enlighten these young adults on the cultures, 
mores, languages and laws of the lands they would soon encounter.  The object and 
the hope was to keep them safe.

	 
	 One member of Judy’s party had her Volkswagen delivered to LeHavre. Housing 
and school reservations had been secured at a small town near Munich, but check-in 
there was weeks away.  They piled in and headed out.  In the course of this adventure 
abroad, Judy and friends dipped into Scandinavia, most of the North Sea coastline 
countries as well as the Italian boot.  Germany too, of course.  There were many 
awesome adventures, but three favorites were The Louvre, Michelangelo’s sculpture of 
David, and his tribute to the Glory of God depicted on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.

	 Their reservations had been made in homes where only German was spoken.  
Language classes, composed of students from around the world, permitted German 
only.  Townspeople had been instructed to honor that system as well.  Immersion is the 
premier method for learning any language quickly and well, but Judy felt she also 
benefited from high school Latin, Latin being the structure on which many are built.

	 Touring the capital city of Berlin was a major destination on their list.  As soon as 
they were able, they ventured onto the autobahn headed in that direction.  For four 
young women from a small town in Pennsylvania, driving the autobahn was excitement 
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in itself.  They were still some distance from Berlin when the flavor of their adventure 
altered considerably.  A Russian soldier stood beside the road, a machine gun in his 
arms. This was the 1960’s, the Iron Curtain still stood .  A broad band of Russian 
Occupied Territory encircled Berlin.  Berlin could be accessed solely by passing 
through this hostile corridor, securing permission first.

	  They were made to pull up beside a slanted mirror - they might be smuggling 
someone in beneath the car.  They each had to count out their money, declare how 
much film they carried in.  A cigarette lighter was examined - it could be a camera.  
Finally, they were allowed to travel on, but were instructed not to stop for any reason 
until they exited the other side.  Each car’s passage was timed.  If it took too long to 
cross, they would come looking for you.  It took approximately two hours to pass 
through the zone.  A chain link fence, ten feet tall and topped by razor wire, lined the 
road.  For a mile or more beyond the fence, mines were planted in the ground.

	 They were young and still naive.  They passed through Checkpoint Charlie into 
the grim and dismal section of East Berlin.  West Berlin was vibrant and lovely, 
especially by comparison, but for Judy, the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church stood out. 
The splendid memorial had been erected directly beside the original cathedral, 
desecrated in the battles of WWII.  The circular new chapel, designed with soaring 
stained glass windows, was a breathtaking sight with the sunlight streaming through.  
The contrast between the stunning new structure and the mutilated remains alongside, 
served as a powerful visual reminder of the horrors of war.

	 Judy met Kent while both were employed at a junior high back in Maryland.  
Judy worked with kids with Special Needs.  Kent was teaching Math.  Kent majored in 
Civil Engineering at Duke, but earned his Math Degree from Atlantic Christian College.  
Kent has been a math instructor several times, but for the bulk of his wage earning 
years, he was employed with IBM.

	 In 1971, Kent volunteered to transfer his family from Gaithersburg, Maryland to 
the IBM Federal Systems Division in Clear Lake, Texas.  These offices are conveniently  
located just across the highway from NASA.  Teams of IBM brain power were always 
on contract to NASA.  Kent was needed.  That’s why they came.

	 It takes a certain combination of characteristics to be the proper fit for NASA.  
As it happened, Kent fit the mold.  Exceptional mathematic ability is only part of the 
equation.  A mindset which operates on the premise - problems are created to provide 
opportunity to invent a solution is a critical factor in the mix.  Paramount and 
indispensable, however, is the ability to so separate yourself from emotion that you are 
able to coolly and instantly drop into problem solving mode whenever it means 
success-or-someone-dies.  At NASA, that’s what a problem almost always means. 

	 Kent was at NASA during the manned flight phase of SKYLAB.  He describes his 
years there as being “ Hours and hours of boredom followed by moments of panic! “  
He was always a member of the “Critical Launch and Re-Entry Team”.  He sat at his 
console in Mission Control whenever astronauts launched from the Cape and again 
when they returned to Earth.  Five computers were in Mission Control.  One was 
“Prime” at any time.  The others were essentially back-ups.  Any programming glitches  
that appeared during any phase of launch or re-entry had to be immediately solved. 



Before changes could be made, it was critical for programmers to consider all 
possibilities - good or bad - for any change they made.  Mess up - someone dies.

	 Somewhere around their third year in Texas, the Conners moved onto rural 
property.  Judy acquired a full sized horse soon followed by a Shetland pony for Sherry 
and her new little brother, Casey.  Kent had a huntin’ dog.  Moving this mixed 
menagerie to Georgetown, they purchased eleven acres west of town and added an 
additional horse for Judy, and for Casey a yellow lab.

	 Their property is located in an area thick with trees and scrub.  Much of their 
own land they cleared, but still there are plenty of trees.  Their home sits some distance 
back from the road.  Between the house and the road is a building Judy dubbed 
“Kent’s Doghouse”.  It is something of a workshop/office/escape domain.  A large roll-
up door faces the road.  Kent often takes breaks there during the day.

	 On the morning of Thursday, January 10, 2002, Kent was enjoying a mid-
morning rest break from early chores.  He placed his chair in the open doorway facing 
the road.  A white car drove past.  There was nothing particularly notable or unusual 
about that car, not the speed or way it moved, but as it passed the hair on the back of 
his neck stood straight up. Something was badly wrong. 

	 It wasn’t until the following day when they all found out.  Rachel Cooke, 
daughter of a friend and neighbor down the road, had disappeared.  Home from 
college on winter break, she had left for her daily run that Thursday morning, but never 
returned. Kent and Judy were heavily involved in the search as was Chuck Russell who 
also lived down that road.  Hundreds of ordinary citizens along with members from 
Texas EquuSearch worked tirelessly for weeks on end.  Judy searched on horseback 
some days, on others she walked on foot down roads and back-country.  Kent’s deep 
knowledge of the areawide topography was tapped again and again.  For miles around, 
much of Texas, in fact, was concerned and on alert.  The case remains unsolved. 

	 Kent knows that feeling, though - the one when his gut tells him something is 
amiss.  He has experienced it a few times.  It’s a sensitivity he believes was somehow 
transferred from his father, a policeman during the ’40’s and ’50’s in Washington DC.

	 Service to Stephen Ministry requires a particular combination of characteristics, 
and these belong to Judy.  Years ago, she read Rick Warren’s The Purpose Driven Life.  
In those pages she recognized her purpose, she had found what she was meant to do.  
The ideal characteristics for this service begin with a loving heart, but include patience, 
a sincere interest in the well-being of others, a lack of any tendency to blame or shame 
-  but most of all, you must be able to draw emotional boundaries between yourself 
and the client needing help.  Caring, listening, guiding without directing is something 
only a few can master.  Judy Conner is one of those few.


Dorothy Newcomb
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PS - if you get a chance, ask Kent for stories about his policeman father in DC, and 
Judy about water gun fights with her dentist. 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