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Introduction

L-3 Communications Holdings, Inc. stands as a remarkable example of American
innovation, growth, and adaptation in the fast-evolving worlds of defense, aerospace,
and high technology. Founded in 1997, L-3 carved out a unique niche as both a rapid
acquirer and integrator of mission-critical businesses in electronics, communications,
avionics, and training solutions. Over the course of just two decades, the company
transformed from an ambitious upstart into one of the nation’s foremost government
contractors and a fixture in the S&P 500 Index.

The origins of L-3 Communications trace back to the vision of Frank Lanza and Robert
LaPenta, both seasoned veterans in the defense electronics sector, supported by the
financial muscle of Lehman Brothers. Their ambition was to form what they described
as a “leading mezzanine company” by acquiring undervalued assets from major
aerospace players—many of which could trace roots to the legendary Loral
Corporation. These foundational moves equipped L-3 with a broad technological base
and an experienced workforce ready to support some of the world's most critical
defense and communication missions.

Driven by a relentless strategy of acquisition and integration, L-3 quickly expanded
both its capabilities and its customer base. The company’s growth was fueled by
astute recognition of strategic opportunities in information technology, secure
communications, simulation and training, and avionics. By the early 2000s, L-3 was
partnering closely with the U.S. Department of Defense and other government
agencies, becoming an essential supplier of innovative solutions across air, land, sea,
space, and cyber domains. It was this dynamic growth, paired with a deep
commitment to serving national security interests, that cemented L-3’s place among
the world’s leading defense and technology providers.

As it matured, L-3 also faced complex challenges: evolving customer requirements,
the rapid pace of technological change, and the need for organizational
transformation. Leadership transitions, economic turbulence, and the pressures of
public markets shaped its trajectory—culminating in a pivotal merger with Harris
Corporation in 2019. The creation of L3Harris Technologies marked a new era,
blending strengths and cultures to better meet the demands of interconnected, multi-
domain operations for both defense and commercial clientele.

Today, the legacy of L-3 Communications endures within L3Harris Technologies, a

company at the forefront of aerospace, defense, and communications, with a global
presence and a relentless focus on innovation. This book traces the evolution of L-3
from its origins to its pivotal merger, grounding the company’s narrative in both the
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shifting sands of the past and the opportunities and challenges that define its future.
Through strategic vision, relentless acquisition, and technological agility, L-3
Communications Holdings exemplifies the story of an American company—inventive,
dynamic, and ever ready for the next horizon.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of a Defense Giant

The year 1997 was, for many in the defense industry, a curious time to launch a new
venture. The Cold War had ended, and with it, the heady days of ever-increasing
military budgets seemed to be over. A decade of declining government spending had
already driven a wave of consolidation, leaving behind a landscape dominated by a
few colossal contractors. Yet, it was precisely in this environment that L-3
Communications Holdings, Inc. emerged, not with a whimper, but with an ambitious
roar. Formed on April 30, 1997, the company was the brainchild of two seasoned
executives, Frank Lanza and Robert LaPenta, and the financial powerhouse Lehman
Brothers. Its name itself, a nod to the "three Ls," enshrined its origins.

Frank Lanza, a man described as "a taciturn New Yorker admired for his creativity and
engineering genius," was a veteran of the defense industry with over 40 years of
experience. He had joined Loral Corporation in 1972, when it was a struggling $25
million business, and had been instrumental in its growth into a $7 billion giant,
eventually serving as its president and chief operating officer. Robert LaPenta, another
executive from Loral Corporation and later Lockheed Martin, complemented Lanza's
technical acumen with a strong financial background, having served as Loral’s senior
vice president and controller from 1972 to 1996. Their combined experience and deep
understanding of the defense electronics sector proved to be the perfect foundation
for their new endeavor.

The third "L," Lehman Brothers, was a well-established American global financial
services firm with a history stretching back to 1850. In 1997, the year L-3
Communications was founded, Lehman Brothers Holdings Inc. had net revenues of
$3.8 billion, demonstrating its significant financial muscle. The investment bank
provided crucial financing, forming a limited partnership that initially owned half of
L-3. This financial backing was essential in acquiring the initial assets that would form
the core of L-3 Communications.

The opportunity for L-3's formation arose from the ongoing consolidation within the
defense industry. In 1995, Lockheed Corporation and Martin Marietta Corporation
merged to form Lockheed Martin, creating a behemoth in the aerospace and defense
sector. As part of this process, in 1996, Lockheed Martin acquired the defense
electronics and system integration businesses of Loral Corporation for $9.1 billion. This
left Lockheed Martin with a portfolio that included units which had previously belonged
to Loral.

Frank Lanza, who had stayed with Lockheed Martin for a year after the Loral
acquisition, reportedly felt stifled by the larger corporation's bureaucracy. Approaching
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traditional retirement age, he saw an opportunity to acquire certain "non-core"
business units that Lockheed Martin was looking to divest. This strategic decision led
to L-3 Communications acquiring ten such divisions from Lockheed Martin in 1997.
One of these initial acquisitions was Paramax Systems Corporation, a defense unit that
Loral had acquired in 1995.

This initial acquisition of ten business units from Lockheed Martin, for which Lockheed
Martin received $503.8 million for 65% ownership, laid the immediate groundwork for
L-3 Communications. Lockheed Martin retained a 35% interest in the new company,
while a management group accounted for another 15%. The new company also
secured $375 million in financing through bank debt and high-yield bonds. This clever
strategy of carving out specialized units from larger entities allowed L-3 to start with a
diversified portfolio and experienced personnel, positioning itself as a "leading
mezzanine company for the defense electronics and communications industry" from
the very beginning.
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