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DEDICATION

Dedicated to my truly amazing wife Ali, with all my love.

This really will be my last book – honestly!
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FOREWORD

I began my SR‑71 journey in March 1976 with academic coursework and simulator training designed to master the complexities of the fastest air‑breathing aircraft ever to see operational service. On 17 June, I was finally in the cockpit for my first flight in SR‑71B 61‑7956. A year after beginning my training, paired with my long‑time friend and RSO John Murphy, I flew my first operational mission out of Kadena Air Base (AB), on 28 March 1977 in 61‑7979 on a four‑hour sortie along the Korean DMZ. I eventually logged some 230 flights in the Habu (including 67 operational missions), and accumulated 777 total flying hours with 195 hours at Mach 3+. After five years in the programme, my final SR‑71 flight was on 3 July 1981.
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Colonel A. 'Buz' Carpenter, USAF ret. (USAF)



Thanks to Paul Crickmore and this new edition of his critically acclaimed and authoritative Lockheed Blackbirds: Beyond the Secret Missions, you too can share in the history and exhilaration of flying this iconic airplane. Far more than simply a compendium of photos and technical data, Paul puts you in the cockpit to experience – as close as can be – the intensity, the excitement and the elegance of flying combat and peacetime missions of national importance at speeds faster than a rifle bullet and at altitudes nearing the edge of space.

The Blackbird community has never had a better friend than Paul. Although several crewmembers and engineers have written about their experiences – notably Rich Graham and the legendary Ben Rich – Paul is the only aviation historian outside the programme to have earned the trust of the fliers, maintainers, planners and other Blackbird personnel to tell their story. This mutual respect has enabled Paul to assemble their experiences into a single volume that is sure to appeal to aviation enthusiasts, intelligence and policy historians, and especially to family members who waited in unknowing silence during the absence of husbands and fathers who missed birthdays, anniversaries and other special occasions while on the other side of the world putting their lives at risk to fulfil critical national security objectives. It wasn’t all serious, however, and crews have shared with Paul the ‘above‑top‑secret’ tales of Habu flier hijinx that bonded an elite cohort of fliers while simultaneously ‘blowing off steam’ back at the ‘Q’ following intense and stressful missions.

It isn’t just pilots and RSOs who figure prominently in this book. Paul shares the experiences of the mission planners at SAC Headquarters, Beale, Kadena, and Mildenhall who spent sleepless nights developing, briefing, refining and justifying (sometimes in vain) the missions that put two men in hostile skies or over frigid waters where survival was measured in minutes and rescue was an impossibility. The men and women of PSD who maintained the ‘space suits’ that crews wore during each flight are recognized here for their literally life‑saving efforts. Military and civilian wrench‑turners, Petroleum Oil Lubricants (POL) experts, and the folks who ‘kept ‘em flying’ are equally accounted for. Our missions could never have succeeded without the seldom‑told efforts of the ‘Team Recce’ KC‑135Q (and later KC‑10) crews who were always on time for more than 26,000 air refuelling contacts over the life of the programme. As soon as the Habu landed it was surrounded by an amazing line‑up of maintenance personnel who corrected any post‑flight discrepancies and prepared the jet for a quick turn for its next mission, especially at the overseas detachments (Mildenhall had just a single jet for many years). In addition, the ‘take’ from each sortie was quickly downloaded and processed by some of the best interpreters and analysts in the business. Whether it was electronic signals intelligence associated with Soviet defences in the Baltic that could compromise SAC’s Single Integrated Operations Plan to strike the USSR should deterrence fail, or updated imagery of SA‑2s in North Vietnam that threatened the next day’s strike package, the mission of the SR‑71 and the A‑12 was straightforward: preserve peace and prevent general war with the Soviet Union and its allies, as well as reduce the danger to US and allied military forces engaged in combat. These objectives and the intelligence collected were directed by and shared with the highest levels of government officials, including six American presidents, their Secretaries of Defense and State, and their Joint Chiefs of Staff.

The Blackbirds were designed during the transition in the aeronautical industry from slide rules to computers, and incorporated technologies and materials that were beyond ‘cutting edge’. Kelly Johnson and his Skunk Works team worked magic to convert their imagination of the future to the reality of the present. Despite this – or because of this – the Blackbirds were not easy aircraft to fly. Paul adroitly describes serene flights interrupted by sudden emergencies punctuated by moments of sheer terror. These first‑hand accounts – including head‑jolting inlet unstarts at Mach 3, multiple systems failures forcing diverts into emergency fields like Bodø, and even pulling the D‑ring and ‘returning the jet to the taxpayers’ – all reflect the cool‑headed, practiced training that began in the simulator back at Beale. Make no mistake, Blackbirds were unforgiving of inattention and lack of systems knowledge, but most emergencies were safely resolved through impeccable teamwork between pilot and RSO (and even a tanker crew or two) as well as basic stick‑and‑rudder skills. Just like the crews once safely back on the ground, Paul’s gripping narrative invites the reader to quaff a ‘cold one’ to recover!

Despite its invaluable contribution to the national security demands of the United States and its allies, the Habu had its share of detractors, and Paul delicately navigates the controversial and – for many – the ill‑considered decision to retire the SR‑71 not once but twice (and even includes its brief foray into the US Supreme Court).

The Blackbird story is more than the SR‑71. Oxcart, Kedlock, Tagboard, Senior Bowl and NASA are all in these pages, the programmes described by those who were there. Through decades of meticulous research using military, corporate and government archival documents (many of which are finally declassified), Paul’s book is filled with photographs, maps and tables that add flavour and depth to these remarkable and diverse histories. Although a few gaps remain – as with any ‘definitive’ history – this book will serve as the basis for the next generation of researchers to update.

As a docent and only SR‑71 pilot in the Washington DC area working at the Smithsonian Air & Space Museum and the Steven Udvar Hazy Center, I’ll make this book my primary recommendation as a guide to a newfound generation of enthusiasts.

It was both an unequalled thrill and a great responsibility to have flown the Habu. To those about to read this magisterial work, you too can share in this extraordinary experience.

Thanks for telling our story, Paul.

A. ‘Buz’ Carpenter

Fairfax, Virginia

 
PREFACE

Only 50 Blackbirds of all variants were built. I saw my first member of this elite family, an SR‑71, at the Farnborough air show in 1974. From that moment, I was smitten, almost entranced by its evocative, futuristic‑looking appearance and mind‑boggling performance. A few days earlier, the aircraft parked in front of me had crossed the North Atlantic from New York to London in just one hour 54 minutes and 56 seconds (a world record that stands to this day). I was determined to learn more about this amazing aircraft and so began an association that has lasted for over 40 years.

As a civilian, I feel especially privileged to have been permitted to get close to ‘the programme’. My time working in air traffic control at the London Air Traffic Control Centre, based back then at RAF West Drayton, opened for me many fantastic opportunities. I was granted a special security clearance to fly in a KC‑135Q tanker, whilst air‑to‑air refuelling an SR‑71 that was operating out of RAF Mildenhall and conducting a secret, operational mission. So, on 6 October 1981, I took my trusty Canon A‑1 camera along on a flight that impacted upon my life in ways that I could never have imagined. During the sortie, I was fortunate to have been allowed to photograph the event. Back on watch at LATCC, my dear friend Kev Gothard convinced me to get them published and, after checking that I was not about to break any security regulations, Air Enthusiast published a handful.

This led to a request for me to write an article for the same magazine about the SR‑71. I had a fair idea about which red lines I’d be ill‑advised to cross, and after first sending the final draft to the SR‑71 detachment at Mildenhall for review, it was returned with only one or two sentences redacted. The article was followed in 1985 by an invitation from Dennis Baldry, who back then was Osprey’s flamboyant aviation editor, to write a book about the aircraft.

Researching that first book took me to Burbank, California, where I spent five days as guest of Ben Rich, Lockheed Skunk Works’ boss, interviewing him and others that were involved in the aircraft’s design, manufacture and flight test programme. I then travelled to Beale Air Force Base, home of the SR‑71, where I spent a few days interviewing crewmembers and others that had retired from the programme and lived in the area. We were still in the midst of the ‘Cold War’ and the SR‑71 or Senior Crown programme (as it was known by its USAF operator, Strategic Air Command (SAC)) was tasked with conducting vital, strategic reconnaissance missions in many parts of the world. Much of the data collected was used by the US military to assess an enemy’s, or potential enemy’s, military capacity and capability. In addition, the data helped to provide accurate, timely information to the US President and government officials, which assisted them in the formulation of US foreign policy: by any measure, this was definitely not just a fast military aircraft. Consequently, when writing particularly about the Senior Crown programme, it is important to provide a backdrop of world events at the time particular missions were being flown.

When the SR‑71 was officially decommissioned on 26 January 1990, the many friends that I had made within the programmes were able to talk to me more freely about their exploits. In addition, the slow but steady declassification of official documents provided a deeper understanding of how various onboard systems worked. Other declassified documents furnished an appreciation of the ‘big picture’ behind deployment decisions and the like.

Shortly after launching what I thought would be my last book on the subject in 2016 – the Lockheed Blackbird: Beyond the Secret Missions, Revised Edition – the CIA declassified a blizzard of documents that included intelligence details that I was staggered to read. This information, together with many other details that I had researched during the intervening years, tied together loose ends and plugged many information gaps, resulting in what will most definitely be my last book about these incredible aircraft programmes.

Many documents relating to the SR‑71 programme remain classified secret and are housed at the Air Force Historical Research Agency, located at Maxwell AFB, Alabama. Let’s hope that future historians continue to seek these and other documents out, thus keeping the legacy of all those involved in these remarkable programmes alive for many generations to come.

Paul F. Crickmore
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CHAPTER 1:

THE REQUIREMENT
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RB‑17G 44‑8889 was assigned to the 7499th Support Squadron and flew peripheral PHOTINT and some ELINT missions of the Soviet Union around the Baltic and through the west’s Berlin corridors. The RB‑17Gs were replaced in 1950 by specially converted C‑54 Skymasters to carry out a covert reconnaissance gathering role from Wiesbaden AB, West Germany. (USAF)






CONTEXT

Out of necessity, World War II forged an uneasy alliance between two conflicting ideologies: the democratic Western Allies and Joseph Stalin’s communist Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Together, these two formidable power blocks defeated the odious cancer of Nazism and pan‑Pacific imperialism, undoubtedly saving the world from ‘a new Dark Age’. However, at the end of WWII, the relationship once again became increasingly frosty, as suspicion, distrust and paranoia began to grip both sides. To quote Winston Churchill, ‘an iron curtain’ descended across the European continent, ‘from Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic’. But apart from the differing ideologies, what were the drivers behind this disharmony?

In the Pacific, the last Theatre of Operations to cease fighting, WWII came to an end on 15 August 1945, after the United States heralded the beginning of a new era of warfare, having dropped two atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima on 6 August and Nagasaki, three days later. Coupled with the Soviet invasion of Manchukuo on 9 August, these two missions (as appalling as they were), undoubtedly saved many thousands of lives on both sides, especially given the increasingly fanatical way the Japanese were fighting, as US forces moved ever closer to the mainland.

World War II had delivered suffering and carnage on an unprecedented scale; an estimated 70.8 million people lost their lives – three per cent of the world’s population in 1940. Casualties suffered by the Soviet Union, during what they refer to as ‘The Great Patriotic War’, were enormous; 8.7 million military and 13.7 million civilians had been killed (over 30 per cent of all those killed in WWII). Such huge loss of life and the fact that the United States had demonstrated to the world its newly developed nuclear technology – and if necessary, a willingness to use it – surely stoked Stalin’s deep‑rooted paranoia and his determination that the Soviet Union would never again endure such slaughter. A visual manifestation of this was the radically changed appearance of the European geopolitical map. Former democratic nations in Eastern Europe ‘liberated’ from the Nazis now found themselves occupied by the Soviet Union, which set about creating a ‘buffer zone’ between the West and the Soviet ‘motherland’. The Soviet’s grip on these nations was tightened further in 1955, when they were co‑opted into joining the so‑called Warsaw Pact, thereby reinforcing the defence of the Soviet western flank. By 1947, it was already apparent that the West now faced a new, powerful adversary: its former ally, the Soviet Union. So began a 46‑year stand‑off between the two world superpowers that has come to be known as the Cold War.

Tensions between the two superpowers became further strained over the differing ways each proposed to manage post‑war Europe – particularly the now‑partitioned Germany. Stalin believed his interests and those of the communist cause would be better served if the German economy remained weak. However, in stark contrast and drawing upon lessons learned from mistakes made after World War I, US Secretary of State General George Marshall proposed that the United States provide $15 billion ($168 billion in 2023 money), in economic assistance to restore Europe’s infrastructure and thereby also strengthen its democratic foundations. Indeed, President Truman also offered a similar plan to the USSR, but Stalin refused and, to his disdain, the Economic Recovery Act (also known as the Marshall Plan) was signed off by President Truman on 3 April 1948.

Two months later, on 24 June 1948, following unfriendly elections in Berlin and Soviet efforts to further destabilize the German economy, Stalin ordered the blocking of all road and rail links used by the West to supply the city that lay about 100 miles inside Soviet occupied East Germany. The blockade cut off supplies to the sector’s two million residents, causing the Allies to respond by mounting what became known as the Berlin Airlift: an enormous, round‑the‑clock air‑bridge lasting 11 months that ultimately broke the Soviet blockade. The seriousness of the Soviet action prompted the United States to redeploy Boeing B‑29 Superfortress bombers (the same aircraft type that had dropped the two atom bombs on Japan) to Britain.

WHAT TARGETS?

Given the significant numerical superiority of Soviet land forces, compared to those of the West, together with a strong belief in US circles that air power had played a significant role in defeating the Nazis and Japanese, it is not surprising that American decision makers opted to create a large, nuclear‑equipped, strategic bomber force to win any future war with the USSR. The importance of this vital, high‑profile task was underlined in March 1946 by the creation of the US Air Force’s Strategic Air Command (SAC – pronounced ‘sack’), whose ultimate raison d’être was to execute the war plan.

However, this was a tall order as witnessed by the consistent requirement for more and more bombers and nuclear weapons in successive early SAC war plans, codenamed Broiler, Frolic, Offtackle and Dropshot. The latter, which was compiled after the USSR had detonated its first atomic bomb on 29 August 1949, called for an additional 780 bombers (twice SAC’s existing inventory), and it was estimated that over 450 atom bombs would be required during the first 30 days of war.
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The first casualty of post‑war peripheral ‘ferret’ missions was a US Navy PB4Y Privateer, similar to this one. Unarmed, it was shot down and crashed into the Baltic Sea, killing all ten crewmembers on board. (USAF)
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On 8 April 1950, four La‑11s from the 30th GvIAP intercepted and shot down Privateer Turbulent Turtle off the coast of Latvia. (Yefin Gordon)



On 17 December 1947, the USAF’s first long‑range, high‑speed, high‑altitude, jet‑powered nuclear bomber, the Boeing B‑47, completed its maiden flight. It was joined four years later by the mighty Boeing B‑52. In total 2,000 B‑47s and nearly 750 B‑52s had been built by the time their production lines were closed in 1956 and 1960 respectively. Whilst the response of the United States military aviation industry was impressive, it begged the question: did the route planners and the crews who would be flying these aircraft, destined to create Armageddon, know where their targets were located? The answer, in the vast majority of cases, was a resounding NO!

To escape the Nazi Blitzkrieg, the Soviet leadership had implemented a radical policy involving the wholesale upheaval and relocation of its military bases and heavy industry to areas east of the Urals. Therefore, post‑war Western maps and target intelligence covering the new threat were woefully inadequate. Returning German prisoners of war (POWs) were one useful source of western intelligence‑gathering, but given the closed nature of Soviet society, the vastness of the country and the level of technology prevailing at the time, the only truly effective option left open to the West to access such sensitive information was to engage in a programme of long‑range aerial reconnaissance. This would require a substantial number of aircraft and the task became even more critical in August 1949, following the Soviet Union’s entry into the atom bomb era. This served to heighten US concerns, particularly about the possibility of a surprise Soviet attack, mindful of the catastrophic intelligence failure that had led to the attack on Pearl Harbor, not ten years earlier. At this juncture, it is important to understand the differing types of intelligence, their procurement and application, since this underpins the very essence of the Blackbird programmes.

THE PRODUCT

As documented in USAF manual AFM 1‑1, reconnaissance and surveillance constitute one of the nine basic operational missions of the USAF. It states that ‘reconnaissance is a mission undertaken to obtain by visual observation or detection methods, information about the activities and resources of an enemy or potential enemy’, and surveillance is ‘the systematic observation of aerospace, surface, or subsurface areas, places, persons or things by visual, aural, electronic, photographic, or other‑means’. The main difference between the two is specification and duration: surveillance systems collect information continuously while reconnaissance missions are directed towards localised or specific targets. In short, these two disciplines are the eyes and ears of the political and military establishment through which the necessary information is gained to support the decision‑making process.


[image: ]


RB‑29s conducted reconnaissance missions in the Far East as well as from the UK, and were particularly suited for long‑range PHOTINT and ELINT missions. On 13 June 1952, 44‑61810 Demon Chasers, belonging to the 91st SRS, was shot down and crashed into the Sea of Japan – all 12 crewmembers were killed. (USAF)



The collection of strategic reconnaissance is one of SAC’s defined missions:

The Mission – The Strategic Air Command will be prepared to conduct long range offensive operations in any part of the world either independently or in cooperation with land and Naval forces; to conduct maximum range reconnaissance over land or sea either independently or in cooperation with land and Naval forces; to provide combat units capable of intense and sustained combat operations employing the latest and most advanced weapons; to train units and personnel for the maintenance of the Strategic Forces in all parts of the world; to perform such special missions as the Commanding General, Army Air Forces may direct.

Basic doctrine is specific in defining strategic and tactical surveillance, reconnaissance operations and the relationship between them – the function being supported determines if it is strategic or tactical, not the command that performs the mission, nor the department or agency that funds the platform. It might be useful to clarify strategic intelligence.

Military planners were long familiar with the value of aerial intelligence to meet ‘tactical’ and ‘operational’ requirements. Tactical intelligence revealed, for example, where an artillery piece was located while operational intelligence indicated the amount of ammunition for that gun, a possible warning of an impending attack. Both tactical and operational intelligence remained vital during the Cold War, especially in targeting and war planning, but were of little direct value to senior civilian and military policy makers. Of greater interest to American policy makers was strategic intelligence. Sherman Kent, who headed the CIA’s Board of National Estimates from 1952 through 1967, called strategic intelligence ‘the knowledge vital for national survival.’ It involved ‘long‑range speculation on the strength and intentions of other states,’ as well as ‘estimates of their probable responses to acts which we ourselves plan to initiate.’ Considered the father of strategic intelligence and author of the defining work on the subject, Kent argued that strategic intelligence was ‘indispensable to our welfare and security’ and the cornerstone ‘upon which our nation’s foreign relations, in war and peace, must rest.’

Beginning with the Truman administration, US policy makers used strategic intelligence to achieve three major objectives crucial to the formulation of US national security policy. Most importantly the United States should ‘develop and maintain an intelligence system’ for early warning of Soviet aggression against the continental United States (and secondarily against Western Europe and Japan). Strategic intelligence would also provide US military planners, especially in SAC, with the defence capabilities of ‘foreign countries, friendly and neutral as well as enemy’ in the event of general war. Finally, strategic intelligence would forecast potential developments that would affect US national security and contribute to day‑to‑day planning and policy formulation concerning the USSR and its allies.

STRATEGIC OPERATIONS

Strategic surveillance and reconnaissance operations support the needs for national and strategic intelligence (they can also help to gap‑fill the information requirements of tactical commanders). Strategic operations enable the assessment of the total capacity of a country to wage war and monitor the progress of a war, thereby providing information essential to:

The identification of targets for strategic and tactical attack.

Indications and warnings of hostile intent.

Damage assessment of enemy and friendly targets.

Determination of force structure.

Determination of research and development (R&D), requirements of warfighting systems.

Compliance/non‑compliance with treaties and agreements.

TACTICAL OPERATIONS

Tactical surveillance and reconnaissance operations support the theatre and tactical field commander (they too might generate information that gap‑fills both national and strategic intelligence requirements). Tactical systems provide indications of hostile intent and information from which intelligence is derived and cover:

Disposition, composition and movement of enemy forces.

Location of enemy lines of communication, installations and electronic emissions.

Post‑strike damage.

Conditions in surface battle areas.

Weather and terrain.

The use to which the information is put determines the strategic or tactical nature of the collection operation.

During a mission, the assigned platform collects unevaluated information/material of every description. Intelligence is the product resulting from the collection, evaluation, analysis, integration and interpretation of all information concerning foreign countries. Strategic intelligence is required for the formation of policy and military plans at national and international levels, whereas tactical intelligence is required for the planning and conduct of tactical operations. The two differ only in the scope, point of view and level of employment.
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Two MiG‑15s flown by Capt Oleg Fedotov and Lt Ivan Proskoorin, of the 165th Air Division of the Naval Air Force, shot down Demon Chasers. (Yefin Gordon)



INTELLIGENCE COLLECTION DISCIPLINES

The two major intelligence collection disciplines are Imagery Intelligence (IMINT) and Signals Intelligence (SIGINT).

Imagery is obtained using photographic methods, which provide the basis of Photographic Intelligence (PHOTINT). Essential to the intelligence‑gathering process are cloudless conditions. PHOTINT provides awareness, location, target numbers, etc. It won’t provide the information required for a technical appraisal of the characteristics and capability of that target or of an enemy’s intention to use it.

Similarly, radar imagery is collected and recorded to generate Radar Intelligence (RADINT). Its ability to be collected at night and through cloud is a clear advantage over PHOTINT. However, RADINT image resolution was greatly inferior to PHOTINT, particularly in the early Cold War years. Like PHOTINT, RADINT cannot provide information necessary to conduct a technical evaluation of a target, nor of intent.

Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) is a category of intelligence information that covers all Communications Intelligence (COMINT), Electronics Intelligence (ELINT) and Telemetry Intelligence (TELINT).

COMINT is ‘technical information derived from foreign communications by other than the intended recipients’. It can reveal the command‑and‑control structure of a potential enemy and intent.

ELINT is ‘technical intelligence derived from foreign, electromagnetic radiation’ emanating principally from radars. It enables the identification of an enemy’s Electronic Order of Battle (EOB). Detection range is established, together with the location of specific radar types, permitting mission planners to devise bomber penetration routes that skirt such areas, thereby reducing enroute attrition and improving the probability of striking the allotted target. Additionally, by understanding the complex signal characteristics of specific radar types, it enables the development of Electronic Counter Measures (ECM), capable of jamming or deceiving such radar systems.

TELINT is ‘technical and intelligence information derived from the intercept, processing and analysis of foreign telemetry’. This for example covers the technical guidance and control signals transmitted from an experimental missile to Soviet scientists as it returns through the Earth’s atmosphere which, despite being encrypted, was routinely intercepted and decrypted by US scientists to learn the same details that were being transmitted to the missile’s owners.

Reconnaissance missions collect a wide range of unevaluated information and material of every description. To gain an accurate insight into an enemy’s capability and intent, utilized to formulate a plan or policy, it is therefore necessary that all of these intelligence collection disciplines are evaluated, analysed, interpreted and fused into a coherent intelligence report. Occasionally, one mission could be responsible for revealing a military assault on a neighbouring country, a previously unknown weapons system or piece of military hardware. However, in the vast majority of cases, information about a potential enemy’s intent is achieved by conducting regular and systematic surveillance flights. These enable tracking and comparisons to be made by analysts and Photographic Interpreters (PIs), a process known as ‘Indications and Warnings’. This is a time‑tested methodology, enabling analysts to warn the military and national leadership of changes in an opponent’s operational ‘posture’, which may indicate an escalation in dangerous or aggressive activity, thereby reducing the incidence of surprise, uncertainty and risk. It also alerts decision makers to developments that run counter to their planning assumptions. It is obviously essential that all types of information and intelligence is delivered to the appropriate decision maker, in the proper form and in time to have an impact upon the decision‑making process.
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Operated by the 55th SRW, RB‑50Gs were an integral part of SAC’s ELINT‑gathering programme. 47‑0161 Caribbean Queen is seen here having diverted into Prestwick with a mechanical problem. Not so fortunate was RB‑50G, 47‑0145, which was shot down during a ‘ferret’ mission on 23 July 1953 by two MiG‑15bis off Gamov Bight, near Vladivostok. It crashed into the Sea of Japan and only one of its 17 crewmembers survived. (USAF)



COLLECTION AND CONTROL

Gathering peripheral reconnaissance along the borders of the Soviet Union helped plug some of the intelligence gaps – a task in itself not without risk. These contributed towards producing an accurate US National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) of the Soviet Union’s war fighting capability, but overflight produced an exponential amount of raw intelligence information. In retrospect, given the sensitivity of such flights and their possible ramifications (after all, the wilful violation of a sovereign state’s airspace is contrary to international law), it seems extraordinary that a robust chain of command incorporating the highest levels of the executive to oversee and regulate such flights did not exist until 1950. Up until then, operational procedures and policies for peripheral and overflight reconnaissance missions of the USSR (maybe a half dozen) had been established by different regional commands, for example Pacific Far East Air Forces, US Air Forces Europe (USAFE) and Alaskan Air Command. It was USAF Chief of Staff, General Hoyt Vandenberg, who after April 1950 consolidated and co‑ordinated all intelligence flights. Subsequently, the Departments of Defense and State agreed that the Air Force would ‘maintain close co‑ordination with the Department of State on the pattern and frequency of operations by [these] ferret aircraft’. ‘Ferret’ was the name given to platforms specifically tasked to gather SIGINT.

Given the size of the Soviet Union, an essential requirement of any intelligence‑gathering platform was long range. Consequently, the USAF and US Navy initially conducted these reconnaissance or ferret flights using converted WWII‑vintage bombers and patrol aircraft. Stripped of their heavy armour, it was hoped that they would be able to fly beyond the reach of Soviet interceptors.

As Allied reconnaissance operations continued, it was only a question of time before they provoked the inevitable and ultimate response. It occurred on 8 April 1950, and it involved a US Navy Consolidated PB4Y Privateer, Bureau of Aeronautics Number (BuNo) 59645, nicknamed Turbulent Turtle and operated by Detachment A of Maritime Patrol Squadron 26 (VP‑26). The crew were undertaking a peripheral reconnaissance mission of the Soviet Navy’s Baltic Fleet base of Libava, near Liepaja, Latvia, in international airspace, when it was intercepted and shot down by four Lavochkin La‑11s, from the 30th GvIAP (Gvardeyskiy istrebitel’nyy aviapolk – Guards Fighter Regiment). The aircraft crashed into the sea and all ten crewmembers on board were killed.

The incident proved to be pivotal. While reporting the shootdown to President Truman and the Secretary of Defense, Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff (JCS) General Omar Bradley informed them that both the Air Force and Navy ‘have been codirecting’ ferret flights to obtain the ‘maximum amount of intelligence concerning foreign electronic development as a safeguard to national defense.’ Bradley went on to report that such operations had been ongoing ‘without a formal statement of policy, but on a basis of an informal working agreement between the Navy and the Air Force.’ In his meticulously researched book, Spyflights and Overflights, Dr Robert Hopkins III goes on to note that a month later, ‘Truman approved clearly defined operating procedures for future missions’, responding to a JCS recommendation that all reconnaissance flights were to be ‘armed and instructed to shoot in self‑defence.’ This demonstrates that from this point on Truman and successive presidents knew about and approved of such reconnaissance flights. Truman also went on to approve a JCS recommendation to form the Special Electronic Airborne Search Project (SESP), to co‑ordinate all US ferret operations and to resume all such flights around the world with immediate effect. This action made the JCS the agency responsible for the scheduling and conduct of these missions. However, at this stage there is no evidence to suggest that the president maintained any discretionary power for himself regarding sole approval authority for the missions. Whilst peripheral ferret missions of the Soviet Union were one matter, overflight was quite another.

World destabilization continued and yet again, US intelligence services were caught off‑guard when, at dawn on 25 June 1950, communist North Korea invaded its southern neighbour, sparking the Korean War. The conflict proved to both sides that the age of piston‑engined bombers was over, as B‑29s became dead ducks to MiG‑15s. The age of the strategic jet bomber had arrived, with the introduction of powerful, new jet engines such as the Boeing B‑47, followed in 1954 by the Tupolev Tu‑16 (Badger‑A).

Back in Europe, surveillance operations against the USSR continued. In February 1951, RB‑45 Tornados from SAC’s 322nd, 323rd and 324th Strategic Reconnaissance Squadrons (SRSs), 91st Strategic Reconnaissance Wing (SRW), based at Lockbourne AFB, Ohio, began rotating through RAF Sculthorpe on three‑month temporary duty (TDY) assignments. Later, four of these Tornados were ‘loaned’ to Great Britain and painted in RAF markings.

On the night of 21 March 1952 one of these aircraft, flown by an RAF crew, ventured into East Germany to gauge how the Soviets would react to such an incursion. Suitably encouraged, Allied planners put together an audacious mission codenamed Ju Jitsu that was implemented on the night of 17 April 1952. Three RB‑45Cs in RAF colours and similarly crewed departed Sculthorpe, each heading for a separate air refuelling track: one was located over the North Sea, another over Denmark and a third south of Frankfurt.

Having finished tanking from US Air Force KB‑29s, they climbed to 35,000ft and proceeded in total radio silence on routes that took them deep into the Soviet Union and were designed to overfly the maximum number of targets possible. One aircraft covered points in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and the former German province of East Prussia; another flew across Belorussia as far as Orel; and the third, piloted by Squadron Leader John Crampton, flew the longest and most southern route, crossing Ukraine and penetrating ‘denied airspace’ as far as Rostov on the Black Sea before returning safely back to Sculthorpe after a flight lasting 10 hours and 20 minutes. The operation was judged a success and a similar mission was flown, again by three ‘RAF’ RB‑45s, on 28 April 1954. The RAF then exited its brief and highly classified relationship with the Tornado. The US 19th Tactical Reconnaissance Squadron (TRS) flew a similar three‑ship mission over Warsaw Pact countries sometime later, after SAC had retired the aircraft from its inventory.

Perhaps not surprisingly, the Soviet Union was becoming increasingly sensitive to Western incursions into its airspace, and retaliated by pressing home a series of attacks on any aircraft suspected of violating its sovereignty. In April 1952, an Air France DC‑4 was attacked and damaged in the Berlin corridor and, less than two months later, a Swedish Air Force C‑47 was downed into the Baltic Sea, east of Gotland. Even a search‑and‑rescue PBY Catalina was attacked while looking for survivors – despite neither aircraft violating Soviet airspace. The Russians certainly meant business, as witnessed at 5:33pm local time on 13 June 1952, when RB‑29A, 44‑61810, assigned to the 91st SRS and operating out of Yokota AB, Japan, was shot down by two MiG‑15s of the 165th Air Division of the Naval Air Force, stationed at Unashi, despite flying in international airspace. The entire 12‑man crew aboard the reconnaissance aircraft were lost.
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Prime Minister Churchill approved Operation Ju Jitsu, a three‑aircraft deep penetration mission of the Soviet Union flown by RAF crews in SAC RB‑45s, belonging to the 91st SRW, but carrying RAF markings. Based at RAF Sculthorpe, three different tracks were successfully completed on the night of the 17/18 April 1952. (USAF)



Virtually a repeat performance followed at 2:30pm local time on 7 October 1952, when RB‑29A 44‑61815, named Sunbonnet King and also from the 91st SRS, was destroyed by two Soviet La‑11 fighters from the 368th Air Defence Fighter Aviation Regiment, while conducting a reconnaissance mission north‑east of the island of Hokkaido, Japan, in international airspace. All eight crewmembers were killed.

It was not until 12 August 1952 that Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson briefed President Truman on a proposal to undertake the first US overflight of the Soviet Union. The plan, forwarded by SAC, had been approved by the JCS to cover the Chukotskii Peninsula of Siberia, in a bid to locate Soviet bomber bases. The mission, codenamed Northern Run, was approved by the president, ‘subject to a full discussion with appropriate officials in the State Department and their concurrence.’ The next day, Commander‑in‑Chief, SAC, General Curtis LeMay, received notification that Project Number 52 AFR‑18 had been approved and that SAC should undertake the mission ‘during the month of September at a date most likely to ensure its successful completion’. In the event, the flight, piloted by Col Don Hilman in a B‑47B, departed and recovered back into Eielson Air Force Base (AFB), Alaska, on 15 October 1952.
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As the RB-45’s performance proved to be disappointing, they were transferred from SAC to Tactical Air Command (TAC) in 1953. However, anxious to acquire radar scope photography to aid SAC night bombing, four RB‑45s were again sent to RAF Sculthorpe in March 1954. In a repeat of the April 1952 missions, on the night of 28/29 April 1954, three RB‑54s were again flown by RAF crews, whilst 48‑0031, seen here refuelling from a KB‑29P, was flown over Murmansk by a SAC crew. (USAF)



The clearances required for the overflight to proceed demonstrate a high level of control and governance. They followed a clear procedural pattern, involving and requiring consent from many senior military and civilian officials, all of whom were clearly mindful of the impact that such a flight could have on US–Soviet relations. Indeed, tight regulation of both peripheral and overflights of the Soviet Union clearly demonstrates that SAC and its boss, General Le May, did not have a warmonger intent on provoking a third world war – despite what some conspiracy theorists and Hollywood film makers might prefer to think. As the Cold War continued, the process by which these vital flights were approved became even more tightly controlled – a reflection of the seriousness and sensitivity of the mission and the value and scarcity of these aircraft and their highly professional crews.

INNOVATION

The effort to identify alternative methods of securing reconnaissance of the Soviet Union, beyond the use of converted bombers, began in 1951 as a spin‑off of Project Lincoln at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). The Lincoln Laboratory initially focused on improving the nation’s air defence system through advanced electronics, but this remit broadened when the Air Force required assistance that would enable SAC to develop innovative ways of procuring target information from behind the Iron Curtain.

As a result, the Air Force’s Deputy Chief of Staff for Development, Major General Gordon P. Saville, recruited 14 reconnaissance experts into a central study group. The Boston‑based group acquired its ‘Beacon Hill’ codename from the headquarters within which it was based, a nondescript room located above a secretarial school on Beacon Hill, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. It was chaired by Kodak physicist Carl Overhage, and first assembled in May 1951. Its members included physics Nobel Laureate Dr Edward Purcell and Dr James Baker (both from Harvard), Saville Davis from the Christian Science Monitor, Allen F. Donovan from the Cornell Aeronautical Laboratory, Peter Goldmark from Columbia Broadcasting System Laboratories, Dr Edwin Land, founder of the Polaroid Corporation, Stewart Miller of Bell Laboratories, Richard Perkin of Perkin‑Elmer Co., and Dr Louis Ridenour, chairman of the scientific advisory board to the chief of staff, United States Air Force. Wright Air Development Center (WADC) sent Lieutenant Colonel Richard Leghorn along to serve as its liaison officer.
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The Boeing B‑47 established both a technological and numerical superiority over Soviet bombing capability – increased still further with the arrival of B‑52s. Despite this, the US media and some congressmen went into a tail‑spin with the arrival of the Mya M‑4 (Bison A), declaring a ‘Bomber Gap’ in favour of the Soviet Union. (Yefim Gordon)
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Fitted with more fuel‑efficient engines, the Mya 3MD (Bison B) was superior to its earlier stablemate in terms of range. However, it was the turbo‑prop propelled Tupolev Tu‑95 (Bear) that would prove to be the Soviet’s mainstay long‑range strategic bomber. (Yefim Gordon)
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As part of Operation Green Garter, eight RB‑47Es from the 91st SRW based at Lockbourne AFB, deployed to RAF Fairford. On 8 May 1954, one of these aircraft flown by Major Hal Austin, conducted a PHOTINT mission over Murmansk and Arkhangelsk in search of Soviet bombers as evidence of the ‘Bomber Gap’. (USAF via Tony Landis)



On 15 June 1952, the group submitted its 14‑chapter report to the Air Force. It advocated radical approaches to obtaining the information urgently required by the US intelligence community, in order to compose robust and accurate NIEs, and covered covert radar, radio and photographic surveillance. The report also examined the use of passive infrared and microwave reconnaissance, together with the development of advanced reconnaissance vehicles. One of its key recommendations called specifically for the development of high‑altitude reconnaissance aircraft.

The idea of a purpose‑built, reconnaissance‑gathering aircraft was a concept being contemplated by US Air Force Maj John Seaberg, an engine specialist serving as assistant chief in the New Developments Office, Bombardment Branch, at Wright Field, near Dayton, Ohio. He proposed mating an aircraft with an extremely efficient high‑aspect‑ratio wing to the new generation of turbojet engines currently under development. Such a union should, he believed, create a platform able to cruise at altitudes far in excess of any other aircraft then in service. Spurred on by his new boss, William Lamar, Seaberg had by March 1953 created a formal specification, requiring the aircraft to cruise at an altitude of 70,000ft and to possess a range of 1,500nm while carrying a camera payload weight of up to 700lb. Furthermore, he proposed that the new aircraft should be in service by 1956.

Prompted by the Beacon Hill report, the USAF formally requested design studies for a specialized reconnaissance aircraft on 1 July 1953, based on the specification that Lamar and Seaberg had developed at Wright Field. These initial proposals were subsequently released to just three of the smaller aircraft manufacturing companies – another idea promoted by Seaberg – his rationale being that since large‑scale production was not envisioned, the project would receive a much higher priority than if placed with the big players.
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An image of a Soviet MiG base near Kandalaksa, south of Murmansk, taken by Major Hal Austin’s crew, whilst overflying at 39,000ft (see annotation at top of image). (USAF via Tony Landis)



Consequently, Bell and Fairchild were requested to submit proposals for the design and construction of a totally new aircraft. Martin, however, was asked to produce a stopgap by applying improvements to its B‑57 (a design built under licence from the British English Electric Company). During July 1953, six‑month study contracts were agreed with each company and the project, now identified as MX‑2147, was given the classified cryptonym ‘Bald Eagle’.

On 20 November 1953, recently retired USAF Colonel Jack Carter, while working for Lockheed in its development planning office, handed a paper he had just completed to his boss, Gene Root. Both men had previously worked at the Pentagon in an office named USAF Development and Advanced Planning (AFDAP), which set development and planning objectives for various missions. Carter’s memo, entitled Strategic Reconnaissance and classified ‘eyes only’, outlined the urgent need for a new type of manned reconnaissance aircraft. It pulled no punches: the target was the Soviet Union and the aircraft he was proposing should be capable of overflying that country at extreme altitude – between 65,000 and 70,000ft. Carrying a reconnaissance package of up to 500lb, the design would need to be radical to save weight, with a load factor as low as 2.25g (the military norm was more akin to 7g). In addition, the single‑seat, turbojet‑powered aircraft should have a maximum indicated airspeed of just 225–250kt and, in a bid to save weight, there would be no landing gear – just a bogie for take‑off and a skid upon which to land.

Both men realized that the ideal group to work on such an unconventional aircraft was also located at Lockheed, within a small, limited access department known as Advanced Development Programs (ADP). This small manufacturing facility had come into being back in 1943, following Lockheed’s successful bid to build the United States’ first jet fighter. It was headed up by aeronautical design genius Clarence L. ‘Kelly’ Johnson. He recruited the finest engineers from the Burbank facility and put them to work in an area isolated and secure from the rest of the plant, building the XP‑80 Shooting Star in just 143 days. The high level of secrecy surrounding the facility’s activities, together with its position – adjacent to the unit’s awful‑smelling plastics manufacturing plant – caused Ervin Culver, a talented engineer on Kelly’s team (who later invented the rigid rotor system for helicopters), constantly to answer the telephone using the name ‘Skunk Works’ after a location in a popular war‑time comic strip written by Al Capp. The name stuck.
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Another image taken on 8 May 1954, showing a large factory complex, again near Kandalaksa. Austin was extremely lucky to recover his aircraft safely back at RAF Brize Norton. (USAF via Tony Landis)



Once the initiative had been handed to Kelly Johnson, he realized that the reconnaissance requirement outlined by Carter could be met by modifying the fuselage of an F‑104 Starfighter (an aircraft he and his team of Skunk Works engineers had just designed) and marrying it to a new high‑aspect, low‑thickness ratio wing. By 5 March 1954, Johnson and his small team had designed the CL‑282, powered by a General Electric J73 turbojet and likely to reach 73,000ft at the end of its cruise climb from 65,000ft, to have a radius of action of 1,400nm and a payload of 600lb.

By January 1954, Bell, Fairchild and Martin had completed their studies and submitted them to Wright Field for evaluation. Apart from all three companies nominating the new Pratt & Whitney J57 axial‑flow turbojet engine (with high‑altitude modifications, its full designation would become J57‑P‑37), the designs varied considerably. As requested, Martin’s proposed Model 294 was a ‘big wing’ version of the B‑57. Bell’s Model 67 was a frail‑looking twin‑engined craft, while the single‑engined Fairchild M‑195 featured an over‑the‑fuselage intake and a stub‑boom mounting for vertical and horizontal tail surfaces.


[image: ]


Austin’s RB‑47E was attacked repeatedly by Soviet MiG‑17 Frescoes. Prior to the mission, the crew were briefed that there were only much less capable MiG‑15s in the area. (Yefim Gordon)



By March 1954, the Air Force engineers at WADC had nominated Martin’s B‑57D as the interim design, while the Bell proposal was felt to be the more suitable long‑term design, not least because the team could not bring themselves to approve Fairchild’s single‑engine concept for such a mission. In April, Seaberg briefed all three designs to commanders at Air Research and Development Command (ARDC) in Baltimore, and SAC. This was followed a month later by yet another briefing, this time to Air Force Headquarters in Washington DC. Shortly afterwards, Seaberg received approval to proceed with the B‑57D. Consequently, a list of B‑57 modifications was sent to ARDC headquarters to enable urgent Air Force intelligence requirements in Europe to be met. Tentative approval was also obtained for the Bell Model 67 design.

Meanwhile, Johnson had sent his CL‑282 design to Colonel Bernie Schriever at the Pentagon in early March 1954, as an unsolicited proposal. Schriever was extremely interested and requested a specific proposal from the Skunk Works boss. A month later Johnson was in the Pentagon promising to take complete responsibility for the programme, including production and field support of 30 aircraft. However, four Air Force generals present at the meeting (including Lieutenant General Donald Putt, the outgoing commander of ARDC) were less than enthusiastic. In early June 1954, HQ USAF wrote to Johnson rejecting his CL‑282 design on the basis that it was too radical, was single‑engined and that they had already committed to other proposals. Such an unequivocal rejection could easily have spelled the end of the line for the Skunk Works proposal were it not for a small group of high‑powered individuals serving on various highly influential government advisory boards.

In October 1954, the Office of Defense Mobilization’s (ODM’s) Surprise Attack Committee (the ODM was an independent agency of the US government whose function was to plan, coordinate, direct and control all wartime federal government mobilization activities), established the Technological Capabilities Panel (TCP) under the chairmanship of Dr James Killian, president of MIT. As an offshoot of Eisenhower’s own Science Advisory Committee, TCP members worked in the Executive Office and reported directly to him. Killian subdivided his panels’ work into three projects.

Project One focused on offensive capabilities, Project Two on the application of technologies to defence, and Project Three on intelligence. Killian invited Edwin Land (who had sat on the Beacon Hill group), onto the steering group committee and asked him to chair the TCP’s Project Three. Land then selected his project’s membership, which fluctuated over the course of the coming years but included many that had served on previous advisory bodies for overhead reconnaissance. The original panel consisted of Allan Latham (from Polaroid), lens designer Dr Jim Baker and Ed Purcell (both from Harvard), chemist Joseph Kennedy from Washington University and John Tukey of Princeton and Bell Telephone.

Other key individuals also helped shape US airborne reconnaissance policy, including Trevor Gardner. Personally appointed by Eisenhower as Assistant Secretary of the Air Force for R&D, Gardner had also served on the Beacon Hill group; he had attended the Pentagon meeting during which Johnson had presented his CL‑282 design and was impressed. Another was Philip Strong, a leading Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) analyst and the operations chief within the Office of Scientific Intelligence (OSI) of the CIA.
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Between April and May 1956, Operation Home Run saw a massive series of overflight sorties flown to virtually all northern parts of the Soviet Union. Deployed to Thule AB, Greenland, the operation consisted of RB‑47E PHOTINT aircraft from the 10th SRS, 26th SRW, from Lockbourne AFB. Four RB‑47H – two each from the 343rd SRS and 38th SRS, 55th SRW, from Forbes AFB – gathered ELINT in response to the PHOTINT aircraft. Pictured is RB‑47H, 53‑4296, one of the 55th SRW birds; RB‑47E 52‑0719 is on the left. (USAF)
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Aeronautical engineering genius and Skunk Works boss Clarence L. ‘Kelly’ Johnson provided a radical step change in reconnaissance aircraft design with his Lockheed U‑2. (Lockheed Martin)
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Operated by the 55th SRW, ERB‑47 H, 53‑6245 was one of just three built specifically to collect more specialized ELINT signals, a task requiring two additional crewmembers known as Ravens. This particular aircraft was the first of its type to be deployed overseas and arrived at RAF Mildenhall on 23 January 1958. Note the stylized Raven below the cockpit, aft of the SAC emblem and banner. (USAF)



While serving on an Intelligence Systems Panel (ISP), which was part of the USAF’s Scientific Advisory Board, Land and Strong were made aware of the CL‑282 and Bald Eagle designs. By late October 1954, Land’s group had not only concluded that the CL‑282 must be built, but had made the equally radical decision that the military should not ‘engage directly in extensive overflight’ and that such a task was more suited to the CIA, which ‘as a civilian organisation [could] undertake (with the Air Force’s assistance) a covert programme of selected flights’. However, when Land and Gardner went to see Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Allen Dulles, he was less than impressed with their proposal. The DCI saw the ‘Agency’ as an espionage and analysis operation, and this proposal stretched way beyond such a remit. But when Land and Killian went to see Eisenhower shortly afterwards, they were heartened when, after some tough questioning, he endorsed the Land Panel’s approach. Having served with distinction as a former army five‑star general and Supreme Allied Commander Europe, Eisenhower was acutely aware of the political implications of directly linking such overflights to the military should an incident occur and the pilot be captured by the Soviets.

A letter from the TCP to DCI Dulles, dated 5 November 1954, recommended that the CIA establish a programme of photo‑reconnaissance flights over the USSR with the assistance of the Air Force. In a subsequent meeting, held on 19 November in the office of the Secretary of the Air Force, Harold Talbott, the CIA and USAF agreed to pursue the TCP’s proposal on a joint basis. This was followed up four days later by a memorandum signed by members of the Intelligence Advisory Committee (IAC), in support of the photo‑reconnaissance programme.

On 18 November Lt Gen Donald Putt, who had moved from ARDC to become Deputy Chief of Staff for Development, brought John Seaberg to the Pentagon from Wright Field to brief the TCP scientists on the USAF perspective. Seaberg grudgingly conceded that the Lockheed design was ‘aerodynamically close’ to the Bell and Fairchild designs that he had sponsored. But he insisted that the J73 engine ‘would not be good enough to do the job in Kelly’s airplane’.

Summoned by Trevor Gardner, Kelly Johnson arrived the next day to meet Lt Gen Putt in the presence of Land’s group. Johnson soon dispelled any lingering doubts about his design that the scientists may have had, although he did reluctantly agree to re‑engine his C‑282 with the Pratt & Whitney J57 and rethink the lack of landing gear.

AQUATONE

The Killian Committee’s decision to back the refined CL‑282 proposal was communicated to Secretary of Defence Charles Wilson and Dulles. On 24 November, a meeting was held at the White House with President Eisenhower to present and seek authorization for the CL‑282 proposal, and request funds to produce 20 aircraft at a total cost of $35 million. This was duly sanctioned.

That same day, Kelly received a phone call giving him the go‑ahead for the project, which was accorded the classified cryptonym ‘Aquatone’ (during the Agency’s association with the U‑2, which finally ended on 30 July 1967, the cryptonym changed on two occasions in order to preserve security when this was believed to have been compromised. It became ‘Chalice’ on 1 April 1958 and ‘Idealist’ on 15 May 1960, following the U‑2/Frank Powers shootdown). Within days the Skunk Works had by default become a full‑scale, advanced‑design engineering and production facility.

The requirement for absolute secrecy meant that in the years ahead, the Skunk Works team was assured a high degree of autonomy from the rest of the Lockheed Corporation; additionally, the high level of specialized support required to run the programme, coupled with the lack of CIA expertise in this field, ensured Lockheed’s participation in the programme for the life of the aircraft. In one step, a series of precedents had been set for future aircraft programmes.

On 1 February 1954, Richard Bissell Jr (a brilliant economist who lectured at Yale and MIT), was named Director for Planning and Coordination by DCI Allen Dulles. In order to preserve the secrecy that Eisenhower and Dulles insisted upon, Bissell suggested locating Aquatone in a ‘stand‑alone organization rather than as part of an existing CIA directorate’. The resulting Development Projects Staff (DPS) was the only CIA component with its own communications office and ‘operational cable traffic’. Headquarters for the project was moved to a suite of offices in the Matomic Building at 1717 H Street, Washington DC.

Later that year, in response to congressional criticism of the CIA, the Hoover Commission established a Special Study Group, chaired by Lt Gen James Doolittle, to investigate the agency’s covert activities. When it reported back on 30 September, it expressed the belief that every known technique should be used, and new ones developed, to increase US intelligence by high‑altitude photographic reconnaissance and other means.

The team Kelly recruited to design and build the new reconnaissance aircraft included Dick Boehme (project engineer), Art Viereck (head of manufacturing), Ed Baldwin and some 50 other key engineers. Kelly nominated Tony LeVier (chief test pilot on the XF‑104) to be the project’s chief test pilot and his first task was to find a secret site from which to conduct flight tests. Edwards and Palmdale were initially considered, but soon discounted by the US government, which deemed them too visually accessible to the public.

In response, LeVier and Dorsey Kammerer, a Skunk Works’ logistics specialist, borrowed the company Beech Bonanza and conducted a two‑week aerial survey of remote desert areas in southern California and Nevada. They then submitted a short list of possible options; none appealed to Bissell or Col Ozzie Ritland, the USAF’s liaison officer to the U‑2’s DPS. To settle the issue, in mid‑April 1955 LeVier used the Bonanza to fly Johnson, Bissell and Ritland up to some likely sites near the Nevada nuclear test range. Ritland, a pilot who was once assigned to the B‑29 test squadron that had dropped nuclear weapons at the range, directed LeVier towards an old WWII airfield that he remembered just to the north of the test range and adjacent to Groom Dry Lake. They landed on the lakebed and, according to Ritland, ‘within 30 seconds we knew it was the place’.

In early May 1955, the DPS issued contracts worth $800,000 for construction work at the secret site. It was to consist of a 5,000ft runway, control tower, mess hall and three hangars. Johnson, with generous amounts of irony, euphemistically referred to this parched desert location as Paradise Ranch, soon inevitably shortened to ‘The Ranch’.

On 7 May 1956, an elaborate cover story, devised to mask the true purpose of the U‑2 programme, was issued to the press in the name of Dr Hugh Dryden, director of the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA), the predecessor of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). It announced that the first U‑2 aircraft were participating in an upper atmosphere research programme and ‘flying from Watertown Strip in Southern Nevada’. Watertown had become the ‘official’ title for The Ranch, the CIA naming it after the town in upstate New York in which Allen Dulles was born.

Part of the vast Nevada test site had been a WWII gunnery range and a walk across the lakebed revealed countless spent 50‑cal rounds, shell cases and links. Divided into many areas, the site fell within the boundaries of the main Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) nuclear test site. Therefore, the area had to be cleared, fenced off and a restricted airspace zone established. Within three months, under the auspices of Richard Bissell, a large team of AEC construction crews was working around the clock to transform the site into a basic test facility.

To ensure that ‘Kelly’s Angel’ (as the high‑altitude design was being referred to by some in the Skunk Works) kept ahead of its rival the Bell 67 (now officially designated X‑16 by the Air Force as a cover), Johnson promised that his design would be airborne no less than eight months after first metal was cut. The initial batch of 20 aircraft was built at the Burbank plant; thereafter further production was moved to Oildale, near Bakersfield, California.

On 15 March 1955, wind tunnel testing had been successfully completed and on 21 May, the fuselage of ‘Article 341’, the prototype, was removed from its jig. On 20 July, the completed aircraft was handed over for final checks. The next day it was disassembled and placed into loading carts. At daybreak on 24 July, Article 341 was moved into an Air Force C‑124 and flown to Watertown. There it was reassembled in the semi‑completed hangars, and three days later static engine runs were initiated.
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Known initially as Project Aquatone, the CIA‑run U‑2 programme provided answers to many intelligence questions regarding the Soviet Union’s industrial and military capability. Its cover story, high altitude weather research run by the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA – which became NASA in 1958), was underpinned by its early markings – as seen here at Watertown Strip – Area 51. (Lockheed Martin)



After taxi tests – the third of which culminated in the aircraft inadvertently getting airborne to a height of 35ft – the scheduled first flight took place at 3:55pm on 4 August 1955. Witnessed by several key Skunk Works and Agency people, Tony LeVier (using the call sign ANGEL 1) was chased by a Lockheed‑operated C‑47, flown by company test pilot Bob Matye and accompanied by Kelly Johnson (Matye became the second pilot to fly Article 341).

It was during these early stages of the flight test programme that the aircraft was officially designated U‑2, ‘U’ being the USAF prefix used to designate utility aircraft, another deception designed to hide the aircraft’s true mission. Bell’s X‑16 had also been progressing well, with construction getting under way in September 1954 and its first flight scheduled for early 1956. However, with the Agency, not the Air Force, now responsible for high‑altitude reconnaissance, the X‑16’s raison d’être had disappeared. Consequently, two months after the U‑2 took to the air, a decision was made to terminate the X‑16 contract. It was a bitter blow for Bell and one that had serious financial implications for the company for several years.

By 1 September 1955, Tony LeVier had completed 20 flights in the U‑2, but left Project Aquatone for Burbank, having been promoted to Director of Flying. Future test flight planning became the responsibility of Ernie Joiner, and Bob Matye and Ray Goadey undertook the flying.

The first of six RB‑57s was delivered to SAC under Project Black Knight in March 1956. The aircraft went to the 4025th SRS, 4080th SRW at Turner AFB, Georgia, which conducted its first operational deployment under Operation Sea Lion overflying Vladivostok in December (the last US military overflight of the USSR) just four months after activation. Most of these early operations were electronic intelligence/signals intelligence (ELINT/SIGINT) missions, flown from operating locations (OLs) at Yokota AB, Japan and briefly Eielson AFB, Alaska.

Highly classified, these ferret sorties employed specialist equipment designated Model 320 or Semi‑Automatic Ferret Equipment (SAFE), which had been tested during 1956 and 1957 under the Blue Tail Fly project; thereafter it was declared operational and deployed on board the RB‑57s. In addition, the unit conducted high‑altitude sampling, during which particles were collected from the upper atmosphere following nuclear tests undertaken by China and the Soviet Union. This enabled scientists to ascertain weapon characteristics, including yield and efficiency. On the world stage, events were about to ratchet up a notch.

THE GAPS APPEAR

During the 1955 May Day parade in Moscow, the Soviet Union decided to unveil its long‑range strategic jet bomber. The prototype Myasishchev Mya‑4 (codenamed ‘Bison A’ by NATO) completed a flyby flanked by four Mikoyan MiG‑17 fighters. More followed on 23 June 1956 when, during a visit to the Soviet Union, USAF Chief of Staff General Twining and his entourage reported seeing 28 of the new large bombers. In fact, it was a masterful piece of Soviet subterfuge. Flying past the review podium in small formations, the bombers turned when out of sight of their distinguished visitors and made multiple passes. The ruse worked, but backfired when, due to a lack of information, Western intelligence agencies assumed that the size of this new Soviet bomber force was much larger than it was, thereby resulting in the US building more bombers than they otherwise would. In fact, only 34 Mya‑4s and 74 of the more capable Bison Bs were built.

Its appearance also reinforced the decision to
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