Francis J. Lerch (1923-1999)

Frank Lerch, who was a key mem- Mild in nature at workplace, Frank
ber of NASA Goddard Space Flightworked tirelessly, was very innovative,
Center’s gravity modeling effort for and established a continuous prograi
over 25 years, passed away quietly @b make the models better through of
his home in Bowie, Maryland, in Janu+timal procedures in incorporating im-
ary of 1999, after several years of heagroved data. He was a monumental ir
ailment. Frank retired from Goddard influence to those undertaking this chal
1995. As a mathematician, he was rdenge. He struggled to understand th
sponsible for developing many of thenuances of millions of observations
numerical techniques which are now irGiven the elusiveness of finding cali-
common use to process satellite trackbrated error assessments, Frank deve
ing data, combine satellite and surfaceped largely objective methods for
gravity data, and solve the resultinggauging the accuracy of the models h
system of normal equations used to eproduced. In passing, Frank left a lega
timate the geopotential field and pro-of tools, techniques and work habits
vide a realistic assessment of the erroemed at solving this complex problem
. Over the entire course of his careeilhe techniques he developed not onl
the gravity models he led in developare now in use for Earth-related Workglngg\?g'r g(r)arréllfevrvea; d?gﬁﬁ:;gﬁgﬁ;ﬁgg
ment were among the international starbut have been used to determine thaend was selected to write the “Status of
dards. gravity field and yield better orbit_s forthe Geopotential” section of the 1983

. venus, Mars, Fhe Moon, and wil beUS National Quadrennial Report to the

Frank came to Goddard in 196Qused for asteroids rendezvous and OthFrqternationaI Union of Geodesy and
when NASA itself was in its infancy. planets and satellites such as Mercu%eophysics He was a member of
He had a Bachelor’s Degree in mathand Europa. American Ge.ophysical Union's Geod-
ematics from West Chester State Uni- . .
versity, Pennsylvania, in 1948, and a Many of us owe a great deal to->Y section since 1976.
Master's Degree in mathematics fronfFrank. He demonstrated how to go
the University of Delaware in 1950.about solving complex numerical prob- layer on the tennis court and a mem-
Prior to joining Goddard, he worked adems and the enjoyment of producingger of the Goddard Tennis Club until
computer program analyst in militaryexceptional results. To Frank, no Chalhe was well into his 60's. He is survived
and private sectors. Frank set Goddarlénge seemed too daunting and he dem- his wife M i1 ' hild q
on its current path for determining mod-onstrated an eager willingness to revisi y his wite viargaret, two children an
els of the gravity field, working closely the same science challenges over afd'’® g;anhQChlld_. \r?/h”e Fl(ank wil .be
with many NASA employees — includ- over again as new technologies, Comrp;]ss;e » NIS INSIg t_s aref ving on |nha
ing the (late) Jim Marsh, Dave Smithputer systems, and data sets allowed '0'€ NewW genehrgtlon?] _smenns\;\jw 0
Carl Wagner, Steve Nerem and Frankignificant improvement over earlieralrle ngév usglg d|s Lec nlquhez: fe g{e
Lemoine, and supporting contractors—work. Frank cared deeply for the wel 2" Saddened and share with his Tamily
including the (late) Girish Patel, Joebeing of the gravity team around him’asense of loss.
Chan, Doug Chinn, Nikos Pavlis,and through his strength and convic—SteVe Klosko
Erricos Pavlis, Ron Williamson, andtions, kept the team intact and performh{letheon ITéS
Steve Klosko, Frank was the constaring for nearly 30 years Ben Chao
force setting the technical direction for NASA Goédard Space Flight Center
the gravity field development work. He  For all of his hard work and ingenu-
also worked closely with University ity, Frank was awarded NASA's Medal
partners including Richard Rapp, Chrisor exceptional Scientific Achievement
Jekeli, George Born, and Byron Tapley(1975). He received the Certificate for

Outstanding Performance, the Special

Frank’s career was centered on thAct Award, and numerous Quality In-
Goddard Earth Models (GEMSs) seriesgrease Awards. The Groups he led have
Joint Gravity Models (JGMs — with the received seven NASA Group Achieve-
University of Texas, CNES and JPL asnent Awards ranging from support for
partners), and began the work towardapollo-Soyouz (1976), to the first
achieving EGM96, Goddard’s latestGEOS-1 Geodesy Project (1965), to the
collaboration with the National Imag-recent truly remarkable achievements in
ery and Mapping Agency and the Ohialelivering unprecedented orbit accuracy
State University. for the TOPEX/Poseidon Mission

Frank had long been a tenacious



