Week of December 17, 2007 • vol. 33, no. 51

www.ctlawtribune.com

Courtesy Frances Pharr

Connecticut

Peter Kleeman traveled to the Arizona desert to rescue this 40-foot rocket that was used in the 1960s to promote the Californiabased Luer Meat Packing Co.

ROCKET MEN
Lawyer and son attempt to salvage the Space Age
By DOUGLAS S. MALAN
ucked away in an old dairy barn in
Litchfield are the remnants of a bygone
era. These are not tributes to the state’s
agrarian past but rather a collective homage
to the Space Age and the many sectors of
society it influenced.
Parked outside the barn on attorney
John Kleeman’s property is the newest
addition—a dilapidated 40-foot rocket res-

T

cued from the Arizona desert. In the 1960s,
it was secured to a flatbed trailer and used
to promote the California-based Luer Meat
Packing Co.; the rocket featured a 24-seat,
16 mm movie theater and a vibrating floor.
Now, it is part of a growing collection of
items that Kleeman and his son, Peter, are
planning to showcase as the Space Age
Museum, once the adequate funding can be

located.
“We like objects that capsulize the idea of
space flight, that romantic idea of spacemen
standing on a vast plain on some planet in
the solar system,” said John Kleeman, who
balances his museum initiative with a full
workload as a country lawyer practicing
mostly business and real estate law. “These
are artifacts from a very important time in
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history, both as Americans and as human
beings.”
The Luer Meat rocket capitalized on a
time in the 1950s and 1960s when anything
space-related equated to progress and the
betterment of humans, and the Kleemans
have located many pieces throughout the
continent that assist in telling the story.
These range from life-size robots (one
that was used as a popcorn dispenser) to
Space Age-inspired furniture to one of four
Douglas Skyrocket prototypes that were
built before the rocket-powered research
aircraft became the first to go twice the
speed of sound, or more than 1,290 miles
per hour.
There’s even a handmade flying saucer
purchased from the estate of an Arkansas
man, who in 1973 devoted his post-Navy life
to the project; he said Jesus came to him in
a vision and told him to build the spaceship.
The collection also comprises toys and
bicycles of the era which included spacethemed images or featured designs with
prominent rocket-fin curves. There also are
pieces from amusement parks, such as a
rocket-shaped vessel used on a ride and an
“Earth to Mars Special” novelty mini-bus
used to transport people.
“People applied this vision of the Space
Age to anything they could get their hands
on or wrap their minds around,” Peter
Kleeman said.
Inspired By Buck Rogers
The Kleemans’ collecting passion started
with a small, $10 toy ray gun purchased at a
flea market in Massachusetts in 1988. John
had grown up with the “Space Patrol” television, radio and comic book series and the
adventures of Buck Rogers. Peter, who was
born in 1980, was thrilled by “Star Wars.”
As father and son got deeper into the
hobby, they found post-World War II
miniature robots built in Japan that were
cost-prohibitive at $4,000 to $35,000 a pop.
But they found that few people were collecting life-sized robots, and so the Kleemans
purchased some at reasonable prices.
This led to gathering larger pieces, such
as rockets, which are usually found in poor
condition in salvage yards. To locate them,
the Kleemans search trade journals, the
Internet and flea markets while relying on a
network of contacts throughout the coun-
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Litchfield lawyer John Kleeman (left) and his son, Peter, have collected dozens of
space-themed artifacts for a museum they plan to open.

try that’s always on the look-out for something to add to the collection.
“The hunt is an important part of what
we do,” John Kleeman said. “Some pieces
find us. People know we’re here. The reason
we have [the large pieces] is people just
aren’t willing to fool with this kind of stuff.”
The Douglas Skyrocket, for example, is a
Navy-commissioned project that represents
an important time in aviation history, but
the life of the prototype that the Kleemans
own seemed to have ended when it was shuttled from a Pennsylvania schoolyard, where
it had been displayed, to a local junk yard.
John Kleeman said he rescued the craft
after several aviation museums expressed
no interest in restoring it. Many of the large
artifacts are in need of serious restoration,
but they still fetch several thousand dollars
on the market. The Luer Meat rocket
required a weekend spent ripping out old,
rat-infested insulation.
Transporting these rockets to Litchfield

and paying for their refurbishment far
exceeds the cost of purchase. That’s why
John and Peter are working to secure sponsorship to fund their vision of what they
plan will be, at first, a traveling exhibition.
Many smaller pieces in their collection
already have been displayed locally at places
such as the Mattatuck Museum in
Waterbury. But with a larger budget to resurrect and polish artifacts, “we think we
could do an exhibit that would bring in a
lot of people” to major institutions and
museums throughout the country, John
Kleeman said.
Expressing the zeitgeist of the era
through their treasured collectibles provides a physical reminder of a time when
possibilities were limitless.
“[The Space Age] was a vision of a bright
future involving technology, with Americans
playing a leadership role,” John Kleeman
said. “We’re trying to preserve every element
■
that we can find and afford.”

