
Connections:

Pompton Plains, New Jersey

and the

world’s first supersonic 

airplane flight.



On October 14, 1947, Air 

Force Captain Charles 

“Chuck” Yeager piloted the 

Bell X-1 across the “sound 

barrier”, achieving the first 

ever manned supersonic flight.

Liquid fueled rocket engines 

like the one powering the X-1 

were built and tested in 

Pompton Plains at a site just 

west of the Route 23 and 

Boulevard intersection.

210 pounds. No moving parts!



The story begins in the 1930s.

A group of smart engineers and hobbyists interested in 

rocketry formed the American Rocket Society and began 

to develop their ideas.  

They would often meet on weekends in open fields on 

Staten Island and New Jersey, experimenting  with small 

liquid fueled rocket motors.



the

A notable flight of an 

experimental “rocket 

plane” took place on 

the ice at Greenwood 

Lake in 1936.



By 1938, four of the weekend experimenters began to focus 

on  a design improvement: “regenerative cooling.”  Lovell 

Lawrence, John Shesta, James Wyld and Franklin Pierce 

pooled their talents to finally develop a rocket motor for 

which there would be a practical use.

A rocket’s exhaust flame is hot enough to melt metal. The 

outer jacket of a regenerative cooled rocket engine allowed 

the incoming fuel mixture to both cool the engine and 

preheat the fuel for smoother burning.



After a live demo for the U.S. Navy, the rocketeers were given a $5,000 

contract for further development less than a month before Pearl Harbor.  

Reaction Motors, Inc. was formed on December 16, 1941.

For their first 

headquarters RMI 

took over a bicycle 

shop on Wanaque 

Avenue in Pompton  

Lakes.

Howard Ball of the 

Suburban Trends 

remembers (left, 

3/22/2009) how they 

wouldn’t sell him a 

bicycle.

http://www.suburbantrends.com/NC/0/2675.html


The first RMI static rocket tests were conducted at Lake Inez, in nearby 

Wanaque. A better testing site was found in Franklin Lakes at Nelson 

Airport, a grass field, by Lower Lake. A concrete bunker was built and 

tests continued for about a year and a half on a rocket motor that would 

serve the Navy as a jet-assisted takeoff  (JATO) unit for aircraft.

The first engine for the Navy had 1,000 pounds of  thrust, burning a 

mix of liquid oxygen and gasoline. A 3,400 lb thrust  unit was then 

developed. RMI had to look for larger quarters to test and manufacture.

This concrete bunker in 

Franklin Lakes was later 

demolished after residential 

housing was built.

There is no trace left there.



The vacant Shaw’s Silver Factory, on the property of the Dunn 

family in Pompton Plains, was available.  Behind it was a large sand 

and gravel pit, ideal for static testing of the larger rocket motors.

Dunn residence
Shaw’s Silver Factory

RMI truck here is 

parked next to a very 

large boulder at the 

Pompton Plains site.



Pompton Plains circa 1952: Sand pit and Rt23 above in the distance.



Zooming in on the sand pit: Manufacturing building is in the 

center. Dunn residence is near Route 23.  Years later a light 

industrial complex evolved here along West Parkway.





The move of RMI’s headquarters 

to Pompton Plains was 

accomplished in January 1943.  

Testing and manufacturing 

transitioned in 1944.



In April 1945 RMI was awarded a contract to produce a 

rocket motor for Bell Aircraft’s X-1 aircraft. Four modified 

1,500 lb thrust engines were bound together to create the 

X-1’s engine, the 6000C4 model, burning a mix of liquid 

oxygen and ethyl alcohol.

Three of the four founders: Shesta, Pierce and Wyld.











The New York Times got the story in April 1946.



Life Magazine 

featured RMI’s 

rocket motor 

development in a 

May 1946 issue 

noting that the 

plan was to 

exceed the speed 

of sound.

Popular 

Mechanics also 

had the story 

months before 

the sound barrier 

was broken.



At the National Air and 

Space Museum in 1950 

Chuck Yeager shows 

curator Paul Garber the 

X-1 powerplant.

Ground test of an X-1 

in early 1947 at Bell’s 

Niagara Falls facility.



Boeing B-50 Superfortress is being lowered onto the X-1



Chuck Yeager and the Bell X-1



RMI rocket motors similar 

to the X-1 rocket engine 

were later adapted to the 

Douglas D-558-2 

Skyrocket which exceeded 

Mach 2 in November 1953, 

and powered early versions 

of the X-15 setting new 

altitude and speed records.

On the left is an X-15 with 

two RMI “Black Betsies”



Reaction Motors outgrew its 

Pompton Plains facility and, 

beginning in 1946, gradually moved 

its static testing experiments to the 

newly established Naval Air Rocket 

Testing Station at Picatinny Arsenal 

in Lake Denmark.

Later, production and offices were 

moved to a much larger building on 

Ford Road in Denville. By 1957 they 

had 1,800 employees at sites around 

the country.

In 1958 RMI merged with Thiokol 

Chemical. Competition and new 

technology forced the phase-out of 

their operations by 1972.Historical marker in Denville



In Pompton Plains, nothing remains of Reaction Motors, Inc.

The sand pit, the silver factory and the Dunn home are all gone, 

replaced by the development of light industry along West Parkway.

The Pequannock Township Historic District Preservation Committee  

is working on ways to commemorate RMI’s presence from 1943 to 

1947 as they made a major contribution to United States’ aerospace 

history.

The owners and lessee-tenant of the Chilton Health Network 

building on West Parkway have recently indicated willingness to 

have a historic marker placed on their property.



This slide program was authored in May 2009 by Don Provost of

Experimental Aircraft Association Chapter 501, Lincoln Park Airport.

Website: www.eaa501.org Email: provost@eaa501.org

Ed Engelbart of the Pequannock Township Historic District Preservation Committee 

provided most of the historic documents from which many photos and facts were 

copied and included herewith. Among them...

"Rocket Motor - Navy Tests Power Plant", Life Magazine, May 13, 1946

Popular Mechanics Magazine, January 1947

"Bringing up Betsy" by Frank Winter, Air & Space Magazine, Dec. 1988-Jan. 1989

"Power for Progress: Reaction Motors, 1941-1972" by Jacobus Van Brug

This extensively detailed story with a great list of references is is on-line at 

http://www.vernonstories.com/02jvb.htm

"8000 Horsepower Rocket Engine For Aircraft Revealed by Navy", New York Times,  April 27, 1946

"Recognition for a flight that made history" by Steve Janowski, Suburban Trends,  January 7, 2009

http://www.suburbantrends.com/NC/0/1985.html

"Weird Guys and the Space Age" by Howard Lee Ball, Suburban Trends, March 22, 2009

http://www.suburbantrends.com/43.html

Reaction Motors rocket engines and/or history displays can be found at

Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum, Washington, DC

www.nasm.si.edu/

New Jersey Aviation Hall of Fame and Museum, Teterboro, NJ

www.njahof.org/

Pequannock Museum (inside the Pompton Plains railway station, Jackson Avenue)

Email: history@peqtwp.org

Borough Hall lobby, Pequannock Township, New Jersey

http://www.eaa501.org/
http://www.vernonstories.com/02jvb.htm
http://www.suburbantrends.com/NC/0/1985.html
http://www.suburbantrends.com/43.html
http://www.nasm.si.edu/
http://www.njahof.org/

