FOREWORD TO “50 YEARS OF THE U-2”
By Major General Pat Halloran, USAF, retd.

 

Kelly called it the “Angel”.  The Agency referred to it as the “Article”, and the Air Force named it the “Dragon Lady”.  However, for 50 years, the bad guys of the world simply called it the dreaded U-2 Spy Plane. It was a name that aptly described the design, the mission and the legend.  

 

Of course, those of us who flew the U-2 for the Air Force called it many names, depending on how that Lady responded on the day that we were flying it! Each airframe seemed to have unique flying characteristics and a personality of its own. It was always an interesting experience to ease this marvelous machine above 70,000 feet, and to enjoy the unparalleled view of our private world, while at the same time trying to ignore the drawbacks. 

To start with, you had been stuffed into a horribly claustrophobic partial pressure suit. Then, you had spent two hours pre-breathing 100% oxygen, before being squeezed into a very tiny cockpit. Once airborne, you spent a great deal of time attempting to fine tune the autopilot; manage airspeed control inside the 10-knot window of the “coffin corner”; keep over 1,000 gallons of fuel balanced between those floppy wings; shoot and plot celestial navigation fixes; do map pilotage through a drift sight; and wonder how long your bladder would continue to hold on this 9-10 hour flight. That was before they added inflight refueling to extend the range! Oh and yes, you mustn’t forget to operate your primary reconnaissance equipment on cue. That's why you're up there. Of course in the back of your mind you were always anticipating the exciting landing which lay in store for you in this strange, bicycle-gear machine.  

It was a plane which had an insatiable appetite for eating the lunch of young aviators. Despite those few distractions, there were some extremely rewarding missions that were assigned to U-2 pilots who agreed to go along with this folly. My comments reflect my own experiences in the Air Force side of this program, but friends who flew the U-2 for the CIA, would probably agree with most of them. 

 

I had the great fortune to spend almost 17 years flying Kelly Johnson’s spectacular reconnaissance airplanes for the Air Force.  First, it was the graceful U-2 for nine years, and then the powerful SR-71 for eight more years. I never dreamed of having such a wonderful opportunity to explore the high altitude flight regimes occupied by those two remarkable vehicles back when I was flying the F-84, my first operational airplane following graduation from pilot training in 1950. There is no question in my mind, that Kelly Johnson was the greatest aeronautical engineer of our time. The aircraft that he produced will always be recognized as some of the greatest designs in modern aeronautical history.

 

The U-2 was the most demanding, but rewarding airplane I have ever flown in my 34 years in the Air Force. It was single engine (I liked); we flew it solo (I liked); very high (I liked); out of radio contact for most of mission (I really liked); and it had extreme range (necessary, but not a “like” thing). The personal satisfaction in completing some very difficult and hazardous missions in this plane was beyond anything I had ever experienced.  

I have had engine failures, dead stick landings, disconnected oxygen at 65,000 feet, and more flameouts than I can count.  And talk about a home sick angel...near the end of a mission, with minimum fuel, it would still climb with the throttle in idle! That was a disconcerting experience the first time you encountered it.  

All of this excitement came at a high cost. It is interesting to note that of the original 55 airframes that were built back in the ‘50's, only 10 survived to an honorable retirement in dusty museums. The loss of life, as well as airplanes, was probably the highest, percentage wise, of any operational squadron in the Air Force. Seventeen days after the delivery of our first airplanes, we already had two fatalities, and one of these was on his first flight.  Initially, we didn’t have an ejection seat, so that didn’t help the statistics.  Flying this airplane was not exactly fun, but it certainly did have exciting moments. However, every operational mission we flew gave some real professional pay back and every pilot was eager for his next sortie. 

 

It is truly awesome to think that this aircraft, which was originally conceived as a “throw away” machine after a few overflight missions, is still flying today. Several years ago I was tapped to head a study group, with the slightly derogatory name of the “Graybeard Panel”, to review the U-2 operations by the Air Combat Command, which had taken over management of the system from the de-activated Strategic Air Command.  

As we analyzed the current operations that these aircraft were involved in, I was again impressed with the durability and functional flexibility of the U-2. It has absorbed a long list of upgrades and modifications, such as a fan engine, GPS and a glass cockpit, to enhance its performance and keep it viable for many years to come.  The aircraft still performs missions today that are as critical and demanding as any of the ones we flew in the old days. The young men and women (yes, women) who climb into that cockpit today, and head for the fringes of outer space, are as dedicated as any pilots in the history of the aircraft.  I am extremely proud to have been one of the original Air Force pilots selected for this program and I share that pride with the pioneers who flew with me, and with those who continue to follow.

 

We are indeed fortunate to have Chris Pocock as our primary research guru for this program. He has written a number of remarkable books and articles on the U-2. They are my primary source of historical detail on this aircraft and its mission.  There is no doubt in my mind, that he knows more about the history of the U-2 than any other person in the world.  

I think Kelly Johnson would be awed to read some of the details in this book, of how his Angel has been transformed from the tiny, black world in which it was conceived, to the world wide tactical operations in which it now shines.  

