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INTRODUCTION

Napoleon Bonaparte once said, “Impossible is a word found only in the dictionary of fools.” This ethos could equally have been the mantra of Clarence L. “Kelly” Johnson and his team at Lockheed’s so-called Skunk Works, located at Burbank, California, as their aeronautical design and engineering accomplishments pushed at the very boundaries of the barely possible. They were responsible for designing and building the United States’ first operational jet fighter, the Lockheed P-80 Shooting Star. This was followed by the legendary F-104 Starfighter – the “missile with a man in it.” Next came their ultra-high-flying, reconnaissance-gathering U-2, which 60 years on continues to make immeasurable contributions to the US intelligence community. There then followed the iconic series of Mach 3 plus “Blackbirds” – the Central Intelligence Agency’s (CIA’s) A-12, the US Air Force’s YF-12 interceptor prototype1 and finally the incredible SR-71.

Designed for sustained triple-sonic flight (2,200mph), at altitudes in excess of 80,000ft (15 miles), the SR-71 – always referred to by the crews that flew it as “Habu,” after a poisonous pit-viper found on the island of Okinawa – remains the highest, fastest operational jet ever built, despite having first flown over 50 years ago. The Habu was prematurely retired by the US Air Force and flew its last operational flight on January 18, 1990, during what was at the time an almost obscene rush to slash the defense budget and cash in on the so-called “peace dividend” at the end of the Cold War.

A hint of the high regard in which the Air Force initially held the SR-71 program can perhaps be gleaned from what was its classified codename, Senior Crown. Designed to undertake the role of gathering high-resolution, strategic area reconnaissance of “denied territory,” the SR-71’s use of extreme speed, altitude and the first application of in-built “stealth” technologies to dramatically reduce its radar cross section (RCS), all combined to vastly increase the platform’s survivability in a high-threat environment. Indeed in the early 1960s, when Kelly Johnson allocated the Lockheed internal build numbers, or Article numbers, to the SR-71, he was so confident that the aircraft would remain immune from enemy interception for 40 years, he sequentially began numbering them from 2001.



1 For information on the A-12, the YF-12, and the M-21/D-21 reconnaissance drone platform, see Air Vanguard 12: Lockheed A-12: the CIA's Blackbird and other variants.


DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT

On September 14, 1960, encouraged by the success of his earlier A-12 reconnaissance design for the CIA and the YF-12A interceptor proposal for the Air Force, Kelly Johnson began work on a reconnaissance bomber version of the basic design that he called the RB-12 (RB for Reconnaissance Bomber). In January 1961 he took his unsolicited proposal to Washington and dropped it on the desk of Undersecretary of the Air Force Dr Joseph Charyk. Charyk instructed Col Horace Templeton at the Air Development Center located at Wright Field, Ohio, to conduct an engineering analysis of the proposal. But lacking the required detailed knowledge of integrated bomber systems, Templeton recruited into his team Major Ken Hurley. This proved to be an extremely insightful move, but it placed Hurley in a tricky position as he was instructed to continue with his important “White World” Air Force work on stand-off weapons for the North American RS-70 Reconnaissance Strike bomber (later rechristened the B-70), whilst also working on the “Black World” Lockheed proposal. To further complicate things he was to report in parallel to his boss at the Pentagon, Col David Jones, as well as Col Templeton, whilst under the strictest orders not to inform Jones about his “other job” since Jones wasn’t cleared into the program.
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The single seat A-12, built for the CIA, was the SR-71’s direct predecessor. During the early test phase black paint was applied only to the fuselage chines and wing leading and trailing edges. This reduced thermodynamic heating at cruise speed in addition to hiding the Radar Absorbent Materials (RAM) applied to these areas in order to reduce the aircraft’s Radar Cross Section (RCS). This aircraft is pictured outside a hangar at the Area 51 test site. (CIA)



Just ten weeks later, Templeton’s team took their counter-proposal, which they referred to as the RS-12, back to Charyk, who liked what he saw and instructed them to present it to the Skunk Works boss at Burbank. To his enormous credit, Johnson too was extremely impressed with how the team had enhanced the capability of his original design and, as a result, shelved his RB-12 proposal in favor of the team’s RS-12 design.

To provide the Mach 3 bomber with a radar system, the Air Force team had selected two companies to compete for the contract – Westinghouse and Goodyear. It was proposed that each RS-12 would carry a single nuclear weapon internally, which would be based upon the Hughes GAR-9/AIM-47 missile (as carried by the YF-12), and equipped with an adaptation of the Polaris A-3, single megaton warhead. As part of Strategic Air Command’s (SAC’s), Single Integrated Operational Plan (SIOP), to be implemented in the event of a nuclear war, the RS-12’s concept of operations would require the aircraft to penetrate enemy airspace at Mach 3.2 and 80,000ft and use its radar to search designated areas, locate, then identify and strike selected targets. Utilizing its GAM-87 Astro-inertial Navigation System (ANS) that had been developed for the subsequently canceled Skybolt ballistic missile, the Air Force and Skunk Works teams confidently predicted that an RS-12, with an all-weather radar-guided missile would be capable of hitting its target within a 50ft circular error of probability (CEP) and just 20ft CEP using an optical system, when launched from an altitude of 80,000ft and a distance of 50 miles.
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During a meeting held March 16‒17, 1960, Kelly Johnson proposed an interceptor version of the A-12 to the Air Force, designated YF-12. Three examples were built and underwent extensive flight-testing. The Air Force was extremely impressed and wanted to order 96 F-12B production aircraft for Aerospace Defense Command, but SecDef Robert McNamara canceled the program on the basis of cost. (Lockheed Martin)



A Class 1 mock-up of the forward forebody of the RS-12 was built at Burbank and on June 4, 1962, a number of senior Air Force officials travelled to the Skunk Works and reviewed progress to date. However, although this was concluded satisfactorily, a firm commitment to move ahead with hardware wasn’t forthcoming. The problem was that the ballistic missile had come of age and considerable doubt was being expressed in some quarters about the long-term viability of bombers as a delivery platform for nuclear weapons. SAC had retired more than 1,500 B-47s from the inventory and President John F. Kennedy had canceled the proposed, high-profile multi-million dollar B-70 Valkyrie bomber on March 28, 1961 (only two prototypes of the large bombers were built for research and development purposes and based at Edwards AFB from
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Title page image: SR-71s began operating from RAF Mildenhall, England, from 1976. Having lined up and completed Exhaust Gas Temperature (EGT) trim checks, an eerie silence loaded with expectation descended over the entire airfield while the crew of 61-7964 awaited a green light from the control tower for a radio silent departure at the beginning of an operational mission on December 17, 1987. (Paul F. Crickmore)
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