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In the interest of clarity, after the introduction, the narrative of Spy Pilot unfolds in the third person. Once Francis Gary Powers Jr. is born in 1965, the book is written in first person from his perspective.
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For more than two decades, I have watched Francis Gary Powers Jr. work tirelessly to honor and preserve the memory of his father, an ordinary American who was caught up in extraordinary circumstances.


I, too, have made great efforts to honor and preserve the legacy of my father, Nikita Khrushchev.


This is something Gary and I have in common.


During those difficult days of the Cold War, when my father led the Soviet Union (1953–1964), he managed to avert nuclear disaster while working with American presidents Dwight D. Eisenhower and John F. Kennedy. He helped move the two superpowers toward peaceful coexistence. Not peace, but peaceful coexistence.


Still, it was an acknowledged fact that both countries spied on each other. The war of secrets was important in helping East and West avoid armed confrontation.


It is interesting to me how two spies destined to be linked forever in the history books were treated very differently by their respective countries.


In 1957, Colonel Rudolf Abel was captured by American authorities in New York City and rightly convicted of espionage and sentenced to a long prison term.


In 1960, after being shot down while flying a U-2 spy plane over the Soviet Union, Francis Gary Powers was rightly convicted of espionage and sentenced to a long prison term.


Both men were patriots who loved their country, believed fervently in their nation's ideals, and worked for the cause of world peace, before running out of luck.


When these two Cold War figures were exchanged in 1962, in a deal orchestrated by American lawyer James B. Donovan, their fates quickly diverged.


Upon his return to the Soviet Union, Abel was awarded the Order of Lenin, the USSR's highest civilian honor, and the state established a pension for him. He was considered a hero of the Soviet people.


By contrast, Powers returned to the United States under a cloud of suspicion.


Fortunately, Gary has dedicated much of his life to learning and communicating the truth about his father, including the writing of this important book about the Cold War.
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Sometimes, it is the little things that linger, like the scruff of a father's beard.


Every night, when I was a young boy, my dad came to my room, tucked me into bed, and kissed me on the cheek, the day-long growth of his nine o'clock shadow pressing firmly against my still-smooth skin. There was love in that moment. There was security.


I'll never forget the last time we shared this ritual. It was the night before my world shattered.


In those days, Dad piloted a traffic helicopter for KNBC-TV, the NBC-owned station in Los Angeles. We lived very comfortably in the San Fernando Valley town of Sherman Oaks: father; mother; elder sister, Dee; and me. Life was good.


The first day of August in 1977 was an ordinary workday for my forty-seven-year-old father, but something went terribly wrong. His helicopter ran out of gas and crashed near a golf course in Encino. When someone from the station came to tell the family about the crash, I was left confused, thinking he must have broken a few bones and probably would be confined to a hospital bed for a few days. No one pulled me aside to reveal the awful truth.


Later in the day, with the house full of people and a somber tone permeating the place, I stood behind several adults in the living room, watching Channel 4's evening newscast. Jess Marlow was a giant in Los Angeles television, the personification of the stone-faced, detached anchorman. Hearing from this iconic figure that my father was dead, at the same time much of Southern California learned the news, was shocking…and so was watching him choke up and actually shed a tear on live television. There was no crying on television in those days, but Marlow could not help himself. He had lost a colleague and a friend. I was devastated beyond words. My life would never be the same.


Several adults went out of their way to comfort me, including another dear family friend, the actor Robert Conrad. At one point, Conrad called me on the telephone and gave me what amounted to a pep talk: “Your father was a good man,” he said, stressing that, “no matter what you might hear,” your dad was a patriot who sacrificed greatly for his country.


“Be proud of him. His legacy is now in you….”


No matter what I might hear?


I tried to process what Mr. Conrad said, but on the day my father died, I was still too young and too sheltered to fully appreciate the burden associated with being Francis Gary Powers Jr., because I didn't really know my father. I didn't know him at all.


I knew the helicopter pilot. The man who patiently helped me with my homework. The man who carefully taught me how to shoot a .22-caliber rifle. The man who gently kissed me good night. But I didn't know what I didn't know.


In time, I would feel compelled to solve the riddle of Conrad's cryptic consolation, to learn the haunting truth about my father.
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One morning in the early 1940s, Oliver Powers loaded up his family in his pickup truck and plotted a course for the state line. With his wife, Ida, seated next to him and their children hunkered down in the open-air truck bed, Oliver carefully traversed the unforgiving dirt roads out of the isolated hollow where they lived, near the coal-mining company town of Harmon, Virginia. They were headed for a picnic in neighboring West Virginia, unable to imagine how a seemingly routine outing would profoundly shape the family's story.


Deeply rooted in a hardscrabble corner of Appalachia, far from the prosperity of the industrial age, the Powers clan lived in several different locations through the years, including an old family farmhouse adjacent to a dairy in the picturesque hills near the town of Pound, where Oliver's ancestors had once struggled to make ends meet working the land. “You could sell your produce, your milk, hogs, but to [find anybody to] sell it to, you had to cross that mountain on foot,” said lifelong resident Jack Goff, pointing toward the nearby border with Kentucky. “’Cause there wasn't any road.” The narrow, steep trail, known as the Buffalo Trace, once was used by Native American tribes who followed the Buffalo herds on their seasonal migration from the fertile grazing lands of the Ohio Valley through Virginia before settling for the winter in North Carolina. Even after the first road was built to connect the hollow to the outside world, the trail remained a source of adventure for the area's children.


After the first of the coal mines opened in 1913, in the nearby company town of Jenkins, Kentucky, James Powers, Oliver's father, worked building houses for the miners, simple little wood-frame structures typically including four or five small rooms sealed by an outer shell of canvas. Coal-fired stoves heated the rustic domiciles—the precious rocks purchased, like most other necessities of life, at the nearby company-owned store. The surging demand for coal produced thousands of jobs across the area, paying as much as $7 per day, good money during the years of the Great Depression and World War II. In the context of that time and place, coal mining equaled opportunity beyond farming, even as it also represented a trap that swallowed many lives whole.


Oliver landed his first mine job in his late teens. It was difficult work, with danger forever lurking in the sweet mountain air, peril beyond the gradual debilitation of all that coal dust accumulating in the lungs. When two pieces of heavy equipment collided underground, violently slamming him against a wall, he was lucky to escape with his life. “There wasn't room for his pelvis to turn over,” said Goff, whose life was closely entangled with the Powers family. “It sort of crushed him, and he didn't walk straight after that.”


Hardened by the mining life, frustrated by his circumstances, Oliver could be “gruff and loud,” recalled his daughter, Jan Powers Melvin, born while her father served a hitch in the US Army. She was six months old when she was introduced to Oliver for the first time; the baby girl immediately started bawling in apparent fright. “We knew he loved us, but he wasn't the type of man to easily show affection.” Still, as a grown man with a houseful of kids, he remained remarkably deferential to his own father, demonstrated by his habit of hiding his lit cigarette whenever a disapproving James walked into the room.


Like most mine wives, Ida, who was slightly heavyset and usually trying to lose weight, took pride in her toughness in the face of all those daily hardships. But she could be very loving. Deeply religious, she made sure the family regularly attended services at the Church of Christ, which required a significant commute when they lived in Harmon. A good neighbor who was always eager to help, she was usually the first one to show up at someone's house when a new baby was on the way.




At various times, especially during the Depression, the mines shut down or cut back on personnel, leaving Oliver without a way to adequately provide for his family. On occasion he would run some moonshine, but eventually he opened a shoe-repair shop, first as a side business and then as his full-time occupation, escaping the mining life for good. He dreamed of a better life for his children, especially his only son.


Francis Gary Powers, born on August 17, 1929, at the hospital in the nearby community of Burdine, Kentucky, just two months before Wall Street crashed, grew up knowing how it felt to go to bed hungry. He saw the desperation in his parents’ eyes, unable to help. Years later, he remarked about how the mining life “made people like my mother and father old before their time.”1


Shaped by parents who engendered in him a strong sense of right and wrong and left him free to roam the surrounding countryside, Francis grew up empowered by a sense of gathering independence, hunting, fishing, swimming, and spelunking in the distant hills. Sometimes he hiked to a favorite spot, the top of a high cliff overlooking the surrounding valley, and let his thoughts drift to faraway places, beyond the overarching mines, which he saw “poisoning everything.”2 Doted on by his five sisters, he became, by his own estimation, “something of a loner.”3 If he was not outside doing something physical, he could often be found in his room reading, especially books dealing with history.


Young Francis could be an irritating brother, such as the times when Jan, two years younger and shorter, endured his childish picking, victimized by his much longer arms. Sometimes she tried to “smack” him, but he was always able to keep her at arm's length. And he could also be their protector. One day when they were very young, Jan, Jean, and Francis were walking through a nearby pasture. They didn't see the bull until he started chasing them. “Scared the daylights out of us,” Jan said. The Powers kids ran all the way home, with Francis pulling Jan forcefully by the hand, up onto the cement steps of their little house, just ahead of the rampaging animal. Once they reached the safety of a closed door, they could look out the window and see the mad cow snorting ominously but harmlessly on those cement steps. “That was a close call we'd never forget,” Jan said.


Without extra money for luxuries such as vacations, the children recognized their day trip to West Virginia early in World War II as a rare treat. Several hours into their adventure, in Princeton, they happened upon a county fair, where a pilot was offering airplane rides in a little Piper Cub for the princely sum of two dollars and fifty cents. Oliver looked at Francis. He could see the gleam in his fourteen-year-old son's eyes.


Three-quarters of a century later, Joan, relaxing in her modest house several miles from the old farm on the outskirts of Pound, remembered the pivotal moment like it had happened that very morning. Her eyes brightened at the way her father indulged her brother. “Anything Francis wanted,” the elderly lady said with a girlish laugh, “Oliver was going to get it for him.” She paused and smiled. “You know how it was. He was the only son.”


Working steadily, the patriarch of the clan felt good about his ability to splurge on his boy, who soared through the clouds for several loops around the surrounding countryside, never to be the same.


“There was a lady pilot doing the flying and she must've liked Francis, because she kept him up there longer than he had paid for,” Joan said. “I guess she could see how much he liked it. Well, I never will forget. He's standing at the back of the truck with the biggest grin on his face and says, ‘I left my heart up there.’ I was only 9 or 10 and I didn't quite understand. I thought he had fallen in love with that lady pilot!”


The experience struck a nerve deep inside Francis.


“It was quite a thrill,” he recalled many years later. “I was so nervous, just shaking all over, because it was such a thrill to me.”4


What Oliver could not have guessed then was that the flight would alter not just his son, but American history.
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During the final year of the war, Oliver landed a good-paying job in a defense plant in Detroit. The father and his son moved first, until he could send for Ida and the girls, having secured two small adjoining apartments in an area near the industrial center of River Rouge. The wide-eyed country folks felt like strangers in a foreign land, encountering skyscrapers, streetcars, and the bustle of urban life. For the first time, the Powers family owned an icebox, with daily deliveries of ice to fill it, which made them feel prosperous. Thrown into a big-city melting pot, they became acquainted with people from vastly different backgrounds.


On his way home from school, Francis encountered a large bunch of white boys beating up on one small African American child. “He took the black boy's part [and] started helping him fight the rest of ’em,” Jan recalled. Relating the incident to his sister, Francis said, “It just wasn't fair for all those big boys to be picking on one little boy, no matter what his skin color was.”


Not long after the Japanese surrendered, the Powers family moved back to the farm, where Francis played left guard on the Grundy High School football team and joined his best friend, Jack Goff—who would one day marry his sister Jean—in various adventures. As younger boys, they had sent off some box tops from their corn flakes and formed a Junior Airplane Spotters club, carefully watching the distant skies and learning to tell the difference between the various American military planes of the day, such as the P-51 Mustang and the P-47 Thunderbolt. This activity remained a favorite pastime after the war, along with picking wild strawberries—“The cattle grazed those hills, but they'd leave the strawberries alone,” Jack recalled—and exploring caves. They got to know the game warden, who helped them locate new caves to explore; the boys delighted in the pulse-pounding excitement of crawling through the dark, not knowing what they would find or how far they could go before the walls became too narrow and they would have to turn back.


As a young man, Francis cut a handsome figure, attracting a steady stream of girlfriends. When he sometimes worked cobbling shoes for his father, business tended to pick up from the young ladies. “My sister and her friends were a little older than me,” recalled Liz Boyd, the daughter of a coal miner, “and they took their shoes in all the time just so they could see him. He was quite a good-looking man.”


Francis developed a reputation as a pool shark, according to his buddy Jack, who later owned a pool room next to Oliver's shoe shop and was something of a pool shark himself. Francis worked as a lifeguard at the local swimming pool, and he earned good money one summer by helping dig a train tunnel for the coal company. But like many sons of coal miners, he was driven by one especially powerful urge: to escape.


Determined that his son would transcend the dead-end life that had ensnared him, Oliver began planning for Francis's future when he was still a young boy. He was going to become a doctor. After all, doctors earned good money. They didn't have to spend their days in a big black hole, filling their lungs with soot. They didn't have to struggle for everything. To Oliver, it was that simple.


At first, Francis dutifully bought into his father's grand plan, which led him to East Tennessee's Milligan College, located about 100 miles south, where he pursued a premed curriculum in the years immediately after World War II. Two or three times during the school year, he took the bus home or jumped a train car, usually hitchhiking part of the way. To help pay for his education, he worked a series of jobs, even accepting part-time employment—against Oliver's wishes—in the same mine where his father toiled for decades.


One summer he landed a job on a crew building a tipple, a large structure used for loading the extracted coal into railroad cars. “Best job I ever had in those days, in terms of [earning] money,” he said.5 The work was grueling and long: ten hours a day, seven days a week.


Francis was working toward something, but not toward the life his father wanted for him.


“I had been talked into [becoming a doctor] by my dad,” he said. “He wanted me to be a doctor [and I] was an obedient son. But I soon realized, I was not doctor material…. Didn't think I was cut out for it.”6




Although he graduated from Milligan on schedule in 1950, Francis rebelled against his father by turning his back on medicine, enlisting in the US Air Force after the Korean War broke out. Oliver was deeply disappointed, but his boy was determined to follow his heart into the wild blue yonder.


After basic training at Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio, Texas, Francis was assigned to duty as a photo technician, which allowed him to take the second flight of his life. Boarding the Douglas DC-3 to Denver, he grabbed one of the window seats in the first row, so he could look out over the wing. Several months later, he was accepted into the Aviation Cadet program and methodically worked his way through the various stages required to become a fighter pilot. An attack of appendicitis delayed his training for several months, causing him to miss combat in Korea. He graduated from the flight program just before the armistice was signed in 1953. Only later would it become clear that the illness had played a large role in making him available for a very special assignment.
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By the time he arrived at Turner Air Force Base in Albany, Georgia, in July 1953, Francis had stopped calling himself Francis, in all but official matters. Most of his friends outside rural Virginia now knew him as Frank, which he thought sounded more manly, and Frank Powers quickly distinguished himself flying the F-84 Thunderjet, a once cutting-edge plane headed toward obsolescence.


Developed by Republic Aviation, the F-84 was one of the earliest American jet fighters, featuring an Allison J35 turbojet engine and capable of exceeding 600 miles per hour. The aircraft played a large role in the Korean War, particularly as a tactical bomber, but it had proven no match in air-to-air combat against the Soviet Union's revolutionary, swept-wing MiG-15, which was eventually countered by a US Air Force game changer, North American Aviation's swept-wing F-86 Sabre.




When Powers reported for duty with the 508th Strategic Fighter Wing, part of the Strategic Air Command (SAC), the Pentagon was busy developing a new use for the latest version of the Thunderjet: dropping nuclear bombs.


Eight years after the top secret Manhattan Project successfully harnessed the power of the atom, leading to President Harry Truman's fateful decision to order the dropping of the world's first two atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which swiftly ended World War II, the nuclear arms race with the Soviet Union colored every aspect of American defense and foreign policy. The Cold War represented a new brand of tension and risk. Never before in the history of the world had two powerful nations, after spending years stockpiling weapons and perfecting delivery systems, been capable of destroying each other in a matter of minutes. All across America, public-school teachers empowered by Civil Defense authorities regularly led students through so-called duck and cover drills, which became as ubiquitous as poodle skirts and ducktails. Beyond the harsh reality that such defensive maneuvers would have proven useless in a direct hit from a thermonuclear blast, the routine reflected the palpable anxiety infusing the otherwise-placid fifties: Someday, the communists might decide to push the button and ignite World War III.


Nowhere was the philosophical and military standoff of the Cold War more routinely evident than in the divided city of Berlin, Germany.


Since being carved up by the victorious nations of World War II, the onetime Nazi capital had served as the tense frontier between East and West. When the Soviets blockaded highway and rail traffic into free West Berlin in 1948–1949, in an attempt to force the United States, Great Britain, and France to withdraw, the Allies mounted a massive resupply effort to become known as the Berlin Airlift. It was the first test of Western resolve in the face of Soviet aggression, and the Soviets eventually blinked.


By the mid-1950s, with a large contingent of US and Soviet forces permanently stationed on opposite sides of the border, creating a powder keg between superpowers waiting for a struck match, the contrast between the zones was stark: freedom and prosperity on one side, tyranny and poverty on the other. Each year, thousands of East Germans fled communism by slipping across the border, forced to escape with only what they could carry. The Soviet-backed East German government began to consider remedies to stop this mass exodus.


Like many Americans who understood what the city represented, Francis Gary Powers dreamed of someday seeing Berlin.


While preparing for his role in the unthinkable, which included detailed training about the handling of nuclear weapons, briefings about US strategy in the case of war, and instructions on where to report in case of a high-threat alert, Powers participated in survival training at two different bases. He learned how to use a parachute, subsist on limited rations for an extended period, and resist brainwashing from the enemy. He believed in being prepared but hoped he would never have to use any of his newly acquired knowledge.


Like Powers, Ohio native Tony Bevacqua was determined to become a pilot. The Air Force initially turned him down, because he had attained only a high-school diploma, causing him to start out as an enlisted man, painting insignias on T-6s and B-25s. When the supply/demand curve turned in his favor, producing a temporary relaxation of the rules, Bevacqua quickly moved through Aviation Cadet training, eventually winding up at Turner, where he shared a four-bedroom house about two miles from the front gate with three other pilots: Wes Upchurch, Vic Milam, and Frank Powers.


Tony considered Frank “a very good pilot” who was “very precise and detail oriented.” He especially admired the man's abilities on the gunnery range, where he won several competitions while utilizing the F-84's .50-caliber guns in steep dives.


Over beers at the officer's club, the two friends talked about women and sports and their shared appreciation for flying fast airplanes and driving fast cars. They laughed about the unsuspecting airliners they frequently lined up on, as part of their routine attack simulations.


“Frank was a personable guy and fun to be around,” Bevacqua said. “By the time I got there, he was spending a lot of time with Barbara.”


About a month after arriving at Turner, a cashier at the post-exchange took a shine to Frank and introduced him to her daughter, who worked as a cashier at a nearby Marine base. Beautiful and full of life, eighteen-year-old Barbara Gay Moore was Frank's kind of girl. They hit it off immediately. The romance quickly turned serious, and Frank put a ring on her finger, but he became increasingly troubled by her erratic behavior and excessive drinking.


“I'd go on these trips and I'd find out she's gone out with other men,” Powers confided many years later. “She wouldn't wear the ring. I was quite suspicious and rightfully so.”7


When he was assigned for some temporary duty at Eglin Air Force Base, the massive testing facility along the Gulf Coast in northwest Florida, Barbara agreed to drive down to meet him for the Fourth of July weekend. When the appointed time arrived, she didn't show up. Without any way to contact her, Barbara's fiancé was at once concerned and mistrustful. She eventually showed up two days later—“an entire day and night unaccounted for.”8 They argued and she made up some story.


Frank was not the type to share too much, but Bevacqua could see his friend wrestling with a dilemma.


“She was a handful, and their relationship was pretty rocky,” Bevacqua said. “But Frank clearly loved her and thought he could make it work.”


After several broken engagements, the couple eventually decided to marry as quickly as possible. Because Barbara wanted her brother to preside over the ceremony, they hastily drove to the small town of Newnan, located about 150 miles north of Albany, Georgia, where Jack Moore was the pastor of Lovejoy Memorial United Methodist Church. The preacher hustled to make the necessary arrangements, including engaging the services of local photographer Joe Norman and asking a friend for a rather big favor.




“I got a call from Jack, who said his sister was marrying this fellow later in the day,” recalled Johnny Estep, who owned a local concrete business and served in the National Guard with the preacher. “It all happened in a hurry and he needed a best man, because he didn't know anybody in town. Wasn't any more complicated than that.”


When the small wedding party convened in the living room of the Methodist parsonage, located five blocks east of the courthouse square at 129 East Broad Street, Estep shook hands with the groom, whom he had never met, and wished him well. It was April 2, 1955. No members of the Powers family were in attendance. The ceremony was over in a matter of minutes, after which Mr. and Mrs. Francis Gary Powers rushed off to their honeymoon.9


“Never realized I was part of history until many years later,” Estep said in 2015.


Scheduled to complete his four-year hitch in the Air Force toward the end of 1955, First Lieutenant Powers began making inquiries with several major airlines, seduced by the thought of flying a Douglas DC-6 or a Lockheed C-121 Super Constellation to exotic locales. Now that sounded like a great way to make a living. But none of the carriers showed any interest in hiring him, so he extended his commission indefinitely, energized by the opportunity to keep flying and happy to be bringing home more than four hundred dollars per month. It sure beat shoveling coal.


Several weeks after his buddy Frank told him he was planning to make a career of the Air Force, Bevacqua arrived at their house one night and noticed that Frank's bedroom was empty. All of his belongings were suddenly gone. Usually, if a pilot was reassigned, he would be given time for a rollicking send-off at the officer's club and would leave a forwarding address for his mail. But Frank had not said a word to anybody.


“He just disappeared.”
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On May 1, 1954, Nikita Khrushchev assumed his position of authority outside Lenin's and Stalin's Mausoleum in the heart of Moscow, alongside many of his top generals and members of the politburo, as a large crowd of cheering citizens lined the streets. Eight months after rising to power as the First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, following the death of Joseph Stalin, Khrushchev carefully watched the traditional May Day parade of tanks, troops, antiaircraft guns, and airplanes. Included among the display of Soviet military might was the new Myasishchev M-4 Molot (“Hammer”) long-range bomber, which pleased him greatly. He knew the Americans were watching.


Even as the Boeing B-52 Stratofortress, a massive eight-engine monster designed to deliver nuclear payloads and provide a new level of deterrent, moved toward operational status in 1955, many American military and political leaders believed the Soviet Union was closing the gap in the arms race, particularly in the deployment of long-range strategic bombers. The so-called bomber gap became a source of intense debate and a political burden for President Dwight D. Eisenhower, especially when word began to leak to the West about the M-4, which was seen as a significant leap forward in Soviet technology.


The possibility that the new weapon could pose risks to the US strategic arsenal created grave concern in certain circles in Washington. How many of these planes did the Soviets have? Where were they based? How would the United States know if it had suddenly fallen behind in the arms race?


While pushing for additional spending on bombers and other remedies to maintain American superiority, hawks in Congress, the Pentagon, and the media pressured Eisenhower to address what they saw as a gathering vulnerability. Some even suggested that by not acting decisively, the old general was risking the possibility of a communist sneak attack, tapping into the bitter memories of a generation shaped by Pearl Harbor.


By November 1954, Eisenhower knew what he had to do. It was the sort of risk only a president could authorize.
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William J. “Wild Bill” Donovan understood the power of a secret. As the head of the Office of Special Services (OSS) during World War II, Donovan proved to be a formidable asset for the Allied cause. The former Justice Department official, who was greatly influenced by Great Britain's MI6 spy agency, assembled a network of clandestine operatives, established training programs for espionage and sabotage, and coordinated once-disparate activities into a cohesive message to be consumed by the president and other decision makers. He also landed on Utah Beach on the day after D-day, defying orders from his superiors.


Moving inland with one of his agents, Donovan and the other man were suddenly pinned down by German machine-gun fire.


“David,” he said, turning to his colleague, “we mustn't be captured. We know too much.”1


“Yes, sir,” responded Colonel David K. E. Bruce.


Donovan then asked him a question that went straight to the heart of the matter.


“Have you the pill?”


At this, the OSS's commander of European covert operations admitted that he had not brought the agency's specially concocted suicide pill.


“Never mind,” Donovan said. “I have two of them.”


The man who practically invented American spying would one day be recognized as the father of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).




Two years after the war ended and the OSS was disbanded, the dawn of the Cold War convinced powerful members of Congress and the Truman administration that the country needed a permanent clandestine service, which led to the founding of the CIA. Many OSS veterans wound up with positions of importance and authority in the CIA, including one of Donovan's most trusted operatives: former corporate lawyer Allen W. Dulles, who served as the agency's director from 1953 to 1961 and profoundly shaped its culture.


The younger brother of the towering John Foster Dulles, who served as Eisenhower's secretary of state, Allen was among the small group of Eastern intellectuals who helped shape postwar American foreign policy, especially with regard to what they perceived as the existential threat of communism. While John Foster, whom Eisenhower would eulogize as “one of the truly great men of our time,”2 extended America's dominance through the projection of the soft power of diplomacy, Allen represented not just the ultimate spy who trafficked in the exploitation of secrets but also the feared enforcer from democracy's home office.


Largely invisible to the American public, the CIA emerged as one of the most powerful institutions in Washington, maneuvering in the shadows against the Soviets and frequently exceeding its intelligence-gathering mandate to become an instrument of covert foreign policy, staging coups in third-world countries including Iran, Guatemala, and the Congo. In an age when the epic clash between East and West trumped every other consideration, even the preservation of democracy, installing friendly governments was often justified as the price of blocking Soviet aggression and influence.


All too eager to cultivate his image as a power broker and that of the agency as an instrument of American will, Dulles once advised a journalist to think of the CIA as “the State Department for unfriendly countries.”3


The case of Iran demonstrated how the imperatives of the struggle for Cold War advantage sometimes produced unintended consequences. By working with the British to covertly undermine a democratically elected government and reaffirm Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the latest in a line of royals known as the Shah, as the country's all-powerful leader in 1953, the United States gained a steadfast ally. The coup would pay huge dividends through the years, but the Shah's hardline tactics eventually produced significant dissent, which helped foment the Islamic Revolution of 1979.


The battle for secrets was deeply embedded in the arc of the Cold War, starting with the act of espionage that enabled the Soviet Union to explode its first atomic device in August 1949, effectively launching the arms race. In 1953, American citizens Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were convicted and executed for passing Manhattan Project secrets to the Soviets, providing a widely publicized object lesson about the power of acquired knowledge to tilt the international order.


When the Pentagon began to worry about the possibility of a “bomber gap,” the CIA was tasked with investigating the situation.


The resulting estimate was based on “knowledge of the Soviet aircraft-manufacturing industry and the types of aircraft under construction…and included projections concerning the future rate of build-up on the basis of existing production rates and expected expansion of industrial capacity,” Dulles recalled in his memoir.4 The CIA estimated that the Soviets would produce hundreds of M-4s in the coming years.


The large contingent of American agents scattered across the world, using fake names and awash in spy-craft, routinely risked their lives to obtain vital intelligence about Soviet assets, capabilities, and plans. But human intelligence was not the answer to every problem.


Harry Truman wrestled with this dilemma as far back as 1947, authorizing a series of border-skirting missions in modified fighters, bombers, and even balloons, with mixed results. Several aircraft were lost at sea, and a Navy plane went down over Siberia. His successor could see the stakes rising. Eisenhower needed to know what the Soviets had, before they surprised him with something big.


The possibility of building a series of reconnaissance airplanes and routinely flying over the heart of the Soviet Union to photograph military assets arrived in the Oval Office several days after the midterm elections. This idea was first proposed by James Killian, the president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, who chaired a special commission that had been formed to consider the sort of weapons needed to protect the country from another Pearl Harbor, and Edwin Land, the founder of Polaroid.


No one played a more critical role in advocating for the aerial surveillance than Allen Dulles, who recalled, “Without a better basis than we had for gauging the nature and extent of the threat to us from surprise nuclear attack, our very survival might be threatened.”5 The man who sent operatives into dangerous situations and routinely pushed third-world leaders around was never cavalier about the projection of American power. In fact, after it was all over, Khrushchev paid Dulles a telling compliment: “Despite all of Dulles's blind hatred for communism, when it came to the possibility of war being unleashed, he remained a sober politician.”6


After carefully studying the proposal and determining that the potential rewards far outweighed the risks, Dulles told the president: “Difficulties might arise out of these flights but we can live with them.”7


For Eisenhower, a grandfatherly figure who reflected traditional America's middle-of-the-road impulses, the need to gather information about the Soviet military buildup cast a large shadow across his presidency. The rivalry would largely define his years in the White House. Shortly after entering office in January 1953, he had used the veiled threat of nuclear weapons to bring North Korea and Red China to the bargaining table, which resulted in an end to the hostilities. Still, the man who managed the enormous military and political challenge of the D-day landings, one of the pivot points of the century, proved a reluctant warrior in the White House. During those tense years, Ike moved forward with modernizing the country's nuclear forces, which led to a large number of tests in the Nevada desert and on isolated islands in the Pacific, and he partnered with Canada to form the North American Air Defense Command (NORAD), to provide constant monitoring of the distant skies. But he understood the horrors of war and was determined to avoid overt confrontation at all costs, especially with the Soviets, realizing that any direct collision between the superpowers could quickly spin out of control.


Understandably concerned that the Soviets might see the provocation of an invading spy plane as an act of war, Eisenhower approved the plan with one big condition: No missions were to be flown by military pilots. This directive was supported enthusiastically by Killian and Land, who had encouraged the CIA to take the lead, but frustrated the Air Force generals who had shepherded the initiative. Ike was adamant. In the event that one of the planes was ever shot down, he wanted the White House to have plausible deniability.


[image: images]


As a boy in Michigan, Clarence L. “Kelly” Johnson sometimes hiked to the top of a bluff with his younger brother, Clifford, to fly kites during a thunderstorm. “I think he thought he was Ben Franklin,” Clifford said with a smile many years later.8 “He learned a lot about how the wind worked.” In time he would learn to harness the forces of nature for more ambitious purposes.


Educated as an engineer at the University of Michigan, Johnson happily accepted a job as a tooler, earning $83 per month during the depths of the Great Depression, just to get his foot in the door at the still-nascent Lockheed Aircraft Corporation, which had been bought out of bankruptcy by a group headed by Robert Gross. He quickly rose through the ranks, solving a critical aerodynamic problem with the Electra, one of the most successful airliners of the first era of commercial aviation, and designing the Hudson bomber for the British, famously reworking the blueprint to satisfy his clients during a lost weekend in a London hotel.


“Kelly was very smart and very driven,” said Pete Law, one of his longtime engineers. “He was the sort of man who figured out a way to get things done, regardless of the obstacles.”




By 1943, his P-38 Lightning was playing a significant role in the Pacific War, demonstrated by US Army Air Force Major Richard Bong's forty kills. With the military in desperate need of new and more powerful aircraft, the thirty-three-year-old Johnson cast a large shadow at the fast-growing aircraft company headquartered at the Burbank Airport.


With word leaking out about the Germans developing the world's first jet-powered aircraft, the Messerschmitt ME 262, which everyone recognized as a potential game changer in the skies over occupied Europe, Johnson landed a contract with the Pentagon to build America's answer. Understanding the stakes and the need for performance and secrecy, he convinced Robert Gross, the Lockheed chairman, to let him move into a new hangar, separated from the rest of the company. “I wanted a direct relationship between design engineer and mechanic and manufacturing…without the delays and complications of intermediate departments,” he said.9 With black-out drapes covering the windows and complete authority vested in one man, the Advanced Development Projects division, which initially included a lean staff of twenty-three engineers and a small number of technicians and mechanics, quickly grew into Kelly Johnson's private empire. During a cryptic telephone conversation, a member of the staff made a joking reference to the rickety moonshine still in the popular Li'l Abner comic strip. Soon everyone in the know started referring to the secret hangar as the Skunk Works, which became the most fabled factory in aviation history.


Unencumbered by layers of management questioning his every decision, and mostly left alone by the Army Air Force, Johnson and his small team required only 143 days to design and manufacture the first XP-80, eventually to be known as the P-80 Shooting Star. It was a singular achievement, validated in the successful first flight by Tony LeVier, a onetime barnstormer from Minnesota who had dreamed of flying for one of the airlines but flunked his physical. He became a test pilot instead, destined to make twelve first flights for Lockheed, emerging as a legend in a shadowy world. “Tony was the greatest American test pilot of all time,” said his friend and protégé Bob Gilliland, who in 1964 became the first man to fly the SR-71 Blackbird.


The risks associated with testing an unproven machine, especially as aviation negotiated the treacherous transition from propellers to jet engines, could be seen during one of LeVier's early flights. Moments after takeoff, the engine exploded and blew the tail off. “I thought I had bought the farm,” LeVier said.10 He somehow landed the craft but spent several weeks in the hospital, his spine severely injured. He was soon back at work, however, putting his life on the line in the next version of Johnson's new jet.


Various problems needed to be solved to make the P-80 reliable, including the especially menacing threat of compressibility, which Johnson had first encountered while building the earlier P-38 Lighting fighter. The violent buildup of air ahead of the plane, which could overwhelm a pilot's ability to maintain control or even break it into pieces, needed to be mitigated with various structural alterations and a strict adherence to flight procedures. Mastering air flow and the art of creating machines capable of sustaining such pressures represented foundational discoveries, building blocks to be applied in the design of more-sophisticated aircraft in the years ahead.


The F-104 Starfighter grew out of Johnson's discussions with pilots and other Air Force officers during a trip to the warfront in Korea but would not be ready until after the conflict ended. The sleek machine, which looked like a silver bullet, was a quantum leap in fighter design. At a time when the early success of the Soviet-made MiGs led to a conventional wisdom that the future belonged entirely to swept-wing aircraft, the counterintuitive Starfighter featured very small trapezoidal wings—the perfect size determined during excessive model testing at Edwards Air Force Base—and a compact fuselage. The result was an extremely fast airplane, the first fighter capable of reaching Mach 2—two times the speed of sound. Although the F-104 would have a checkered safety record, it was embraced not only by the US Air Force but also by a long list of NATO and other Allied countries that made it their primary fighter in the middle years of the Cold War. While strengthening Johnson's ties to the Pentagon, the Starfighter also demonstrated his ability to push right up to the edge of what was possible with innovative ideas.


By consistently producing planes that flew faster and higher, with increasingly more complex requirements—driven by patriotism and a sense of mission that he once explained as, “be quick, be quiet, and be on time”—Johnson and his engineers dealt with the various consequences of extending the frontier, which tested their ability to find creative solutions. Johnson was well on his way to widespread acclaim as one of the greatest aviation designers ever to wield a slide rule. “The Leonardo da Vinci of American aviation,” said Bob Gilliland, who tested the Starfighter. Hall Hibbard, one of his superiors, once admiringly said, “That damned Swede can actually see air!”11


The CIA needed just such a visionary to build its first spy plane.


Long before the solution to the problem arrived at the White House, Johnson was pushing his friends at the Pentagon to give him a crack at such a project. As Chris Pocock noted in his book The U-2 Spyplane, nearly one year before Eisenhower gave the go-ahead, on November 30, 1953, Jack Carter, a recently retired US Air Force colonel who worked in the planning department at Lockheed, addressed an “eyes only”12 memo to his boss, Gene Root, a prominent figure who would eventually lead Lockheed's missile and space division. Outlining the sort of aircraft he believed the military needed to overfly the Soviet Union, he said he believed that a single-seat plane capable of attaining altitudes of between 65,000 and 70,000 feet would be able to avoid Soviet defenses until about 1960. This, as it turns out, was a rather-astute and prescient estimate. Urging his company to design and build such an aircraft, Carter told his superior, “The corporation would be directly contributing to the solution of one of the most vital and difficult problems” facing America's strategic defense.13


In December, according to the once-classified program logs he maintained, Johnson began discussions with the Air Force about modifying the F-104 design to “get the maximum possible altitude for reconnaissance purposes.”14 The final design, known as CL-282, retained some semblance of the Starfighter fuselage but looked like a very different airplane.


After Johnson's design was initially rejected as too radical by the Air Force, authority over the program passed to the CIA (although the Air Force would supply the engine), which was more receptive to the proposal. The key meeting took place over lunch in Washington on November 19, 1954, twelve days after Eisenhower's tentative approval of the project, with Johnson being grilled by Allen Dulles; one of his longtime deputies, Lawrence Houston; Secretary of the Air Force Harold Talbott; and Air Force General Donald Putt.


The discussion was frank. At one point, someone asked Johnson why he thought he could get such a cutting-edge airplane in the air within nine months when other defense contractors insisted such a timetable was too ambitious.


“He has proven it three times already!” Putt interjected, referring to the P-80, P-80A, and F-104.15


When the five men shook hands, Lockheed took a step into the shadowy world of espionage.


“I was impressed with the secrecy aspect and was told that I was essentially being drafted for the project,” Johnson wrote in his diary.16


As the CIA took over security of the Skunk Works, sealing the perimeter with serious-looking plainclothes men carrying automatic weapons, and arranged to fund Lockheed's $35 million contract through a dummy company, Kelly selected a special team and finalized his blueprints for a revolutionary aircraft. He started searching for an isolated place to test it.


The CIA refused to consider Edwards Air Force Base, the massive facility in California's high desert where Chuck Yeager had broken the sound barrier in 1947, which transformed the once-dusty outpost into a center of test pilot activity; or the nearby Lockheed facility in Palmdale known as Plant 42. Both were secure, but not secure enough. The Company, as the CIA was known, wanted a new base where its new plane and new pilots could disappear.


LeVier suggested an isolated patch of dirt in Nevada. At the controls of a small plane on April 12, 1955, he gave the decision makers, including Johnson and the CIA's Richard “Dick” Bissell Jr., their first glimpse of the area around a dry lakebed that was wide and straight enough for takeoffs and landings. “We didn't even get clearance,” he said, “but flew over it, and within 30 seconds, we knew it was the place.”17


Since it was located adjacent to the Nevada Test Site, where many of the early atomic bombs were exploded, with ominous mushroom clouds visible from the distant horizon, the land was not exactly prime real estate for civilian development. “Site was a dandy,” Johnson wrote, “but will take much red tape to get cleared.”18 This was Bissell's problem, and he wasn't worried. The proximity to the nuclear proving ground would make it easy for the government to deem the land off limits without too many questions being asked.


Several weeks later, the base, located at an altitude of about 5,000 feet, began to take shape with a 6,000-foot runway, two large hangars, a control tower, several mobile homes, and a mess hall. Because everyone involved with the project needed a top secret security clearance and was forbidden to even acknowledge its existence, the place became known in the shorthand of the pilots, engineers, and spooks as the Ranch, Watertown, Groom Lake, or, Kelly's personal preference, Paradise Ranch. Only years later would it acquire its more mythical name, derived from the government grid system: Area 51.


“Whatever you called it, it was a pretty bleak place,” recalled Jake Kratt, one of the first CIA pilots brought into the program.


Bissell knew very little about airplanes, but he now had his own very special air base. A Connecticut-born aristocrat who had taught economics at Yale, his alma mater, Bissell was pulled into government service just before Pearl Harbor. Near the end of the war, he was part of the American delegation to the Yalta Conference in the Crimea, where a dying President Franklin Roosevelt, looking very frail, ceded domination over much of Eastern Europe to the communists. In time, historians would mark the spoils party as the prelude to the Cold War. Bissell came away understanding, long before the blockade of Berlin and the Soviet Union's first atomic blast, that the wartime cooperation with the USSR was transactional and temporary. “I left Yalta knowing I would never believe Stalin to be an ally,” he said.19


Work with the postwar Marshall Plan to rebuild Western Europe eventually led him to the CIA, where he became one of Dulles's most trusted aides, slipping easily into a covert world where he was expected to fight a war in the shadows while keeping the country's secrets. “There had to be a piece of him that was cold to do what he did,” said his son, Richard Bissell III, who learned about his father's most famous accomplishments much later in life.20 “When you are in the business of getting a foreign leader out of a job—or killed—you have to be.” A devoted family man, he nevertheless compartmentalized his world, never letting his wife or children know exactly what he was up to when he was gone for weeks at a time. Like the rest of America, they had no clue about the U-2.


Headquartered at a front company operating out of a civilian office building on E Street near the Lincoln Memorial, and with complete authority over the CIA's first foray into aerial reconnaissance and the clout to pull whatever strings Johnson needed yanked, Bissell did not need to be told that the White House expected him to produce with the aircraft, working under the code name Aquatone. His career was riding on Johnson's ability to deliver on his bold promise.


Feeling enormous urgency, Johnson pushed his team relentlessly and leaned on contractors he saw falling behind schedule, especially the Pratt & Whitney people, who struggled to get the engine performing properly. “Terrifically long hours,” he said in one of his program log entries.21 “Everybody almost dead.”


While working through various problems with the power plant, tooling, electronics, pressure suits, aerodynamics, part fabrication, and wind-tunnel testing, the Skunk Works team negotiated the long road from the start of design to first experimental flight in just 243 days. The confidence Bissell and his closest associates—the Air Force liaison officer, Colonel Ozzie Ritland, and the CIA's expert on the Soviet atomic program, Herbert Miller—gained in Johnson, which grew out of their close working relationship, allowed the agency to cede many details to him without micromanaging the Skunk Works, which significantly sped up the aircraft's development. They hit what Bissell once considered an “almost unrealistic date” for the first flight.22


Disassembled and loaded into a Douglas C-124 cargo plane for the short flight to the Ranch, the first U-2 was then reassembled in one of the new hangars. Some of the men involved with the program saw it up close for the first time on the runway.


The U-2 was a very different sort of aircraft. Powered at first by a J57 Pratt & Whitney engine, it featured very long wings, stretching more than 80 feet—nearly twice as long as the fuselage—which proved crucial in achieving the proper amount of lift to sustain flight at such a high altitude. When it was parked, the wings tended to droop, a feature exacerbated by a scaled-down set of landing gear—a so-called bicycle configuration, aided on takeoff with an extension known as a pogo, which dropped off as the plane left the ground. No one knew if the engine would operate effectively at such a high ceiling, or if it could cruise steadily enough to provide clear pictures from such an altitude. The whole project represented a step into the unknown.


To achieve the CIA's objectives, including carrying enough fuel to reach the necessary range, Johnson had been forced to sacrifice significant strength and maneuverability. Realizing that every pound saved on the structure represented another pound of fuel, they built the craft out of an ultra-light aluminum, which gave it the feel of a flying tin can, helping it rise to previously unattained heights. The wings sometimes vibrated during turbulence, one of the attributes that could make it difficult to handle. Landing could be tricky, because of the enormous drag caused by the unusual design. “Very light, very fragile, very flimsy,” was LeVier's initial observation.23


On August 1, the team assembled for the unofficial first flight, which was scheduled as merely a taxi test, with LeVier at the controls to check the engine and the breaks. They experienced some last-minute trouble with the fuel, and after the pilot followed his boss's instructions to rev the engine to 70 knots, the plane leapt off of the dry lakebed and into the air, about 35 feet off the ground. It wanted to fly. LeVier had never known an aircraft capable of gaining flight at such a low speed, and he was simultaneously impressed and unnerved. “The lakebed was so smooth, I couldn't feel when the wheels were no longer touching,” he recalled, adding, “I almost crapped.”24 When he touched down and slammed the breaks, both tires blew and the breaks caught fire, which brought out the fire truck.


Now fully acquainted with the lightness of the airplane, LeVier piloted the official first flight three days later, taking the U-2 to 8,000 feet in a driving rainstorm. On the radio with the boss, who was chasing in a C-47, he said the plane flew “like a baby buggy.”25


Given the inclement weather, they decided to cut the flight short, but when he tried to land it nose first, it began porpoising, or bouncing violently, because of the unusual aerodynamics at play, and he pulled up. Johnson began to sweat, concerned about losing his precious prototype. It took LeVier two more passes, but he finally stuck the landing. He could see the U-2 was not going to be an easy plane to learn how to fly. (Ben Rich, one of Johnson's engineers and the man who would one day succeed him as the head of the Skunk Works, called the U-2 “a stern taskmaster [that was] unforgiving of pilot error or lack of concentration.”26) But they were in business. That night, huddled in one of the hangars in a place that did not exist, they all drank themselves silly and took turns arm wrestling, celebrating their new baby.


[image: images]




A few weeks after committing to stay in the Air Force, Powers returned from a routine training flight in his F-84 and noticed his name typed onto a sheet of paper on the squadron bulletin board, ordering him to report to a certain major the next morning. His was one of several names. Naturally, he was curious, thinking, What could this be about?


The meeting left him with more questions than answers. He learned only that he and the other officers had been identified because they had all achieved exceptional pilot ratings and had been granted top secret security clearances; amassed a certain number of hours in a single-engine plane; and signed up for an indefinite period of service.


Like his colleagues, Powers was offered the chance to take another meeting, if he was interested. He was interested, although he found the whole business rather strange: “The Air Force was not in the habit of arranging outside job interviews for its officers.”27


The next meeting took place at night, far from the base.


Arriving at the Radium Springs Inn, a motel on the outskirts of town, he knocked on the appropriate cottage door at the appointed time. A dark-haired, medium-build man who appeared to be in his thirties answered the door. He was wearing civilian clothes and was flanked by two other men similarly attired.


Feeling unsure of what he was walking into, the First Lieutenant said, “I was told to ask for a Mr. William Collins.”


“I'm Bill Collins. You must be…”


Collins paused.


Finally, the Air Force man answered, “Lieutenant Powers.”28


During the meeting, Powers learned that the men, who never said who they worked for, were recruiting pilots for a special mission that was “risky” but “important for your country.”


Immediately intrigued by the opportunity, which stirred his patriotism and his sense of adventure, Frank was disappointed to learn that the assignment would require him to be overseas for eighteen months, without the ability to take his wife. He knew this would never work.




Nine months into his marriage, he was increasingly concerned about Barbara's state of mind. The behavior that had concerned him before their wedding day had not improved. His relatives had already been exposed to her excessive drinking.


Standing in the motel room, Frank doubted they could survive such an extended separation.


To his surprise, however, when Frank went home that night and told his wife what he was allowed to tell her, she was enthusiastic about the opportunity for her husband's advancement, especially when she learned it would pay him, while overseas, the incredible sum of $2,500 per month, about five times the median American income at the time. They talked about what they could do with the money, including buying a house and providing for the children surely to come in the years ahead.


Convinced by Barbara's assurances, Powers took another meeting at the motel, where Collins—not his real name—pulled back the veil on his operation: If the lieutenant passed the various tests, he would be working for the CIA, flying a brand-new top secret airplane that flew higher than any airplane ever produced. At the end of his assignment, he would be allowed to reenter the Air Force at a rank comparable to his peers, his time with the agency counting toward his military service.


His heart racing with excitement, Powers then heard the sentence that would define the rest of his life:


“Your main mission will be to fly over Russia.”29


Not long after this meeting, he packed up his clothes and other belongings and moved out of the Albany house. After completing some paperwork, he was honorably separated from the Air Force, becoming a civilian once more. No one could know exactly what he was up to—not even his wife, although he was allowed to tell her that he was to make reconnaissance flights near the Russian border—and the boys at Turner were left to wonder, too caught up in their own lives to linger too much on one pilot's sudden vanishing act.


Toward the end of January 1956, Frank flew to Washington under an assumed name, complete with a fake identification card, and checked into the DuPont Plaza Hotel, feeling the full weight of his career choice. He was now entering the realm of spies.


By this time, Kelly Johnson and his dedicated team of skunks had routinely taken the U-2, code named Angel, above 70,000 feet, higher than any other aircraft in the world, which the experts believed made it invisible to Soviet radar and invulnerable to Soviet defenses. (Their various altitude records remained secret for years.) They had demonstrated a range of roughly 4,000 miles, which meant it could fly deep into the USSR and out again without needing to refuel.


With four versions of the plane in the air, nine more being assembled, and seven more on the drawing board, Lockheed and the CIA continued to work through various problems, including achieving the proper calibrations to ensure the engine, updated through several versions, and fuel pump worked effectively at such a high ceiling. The engine problems persisted and would take time to solve.


During one flight near the Mississippi River, Jake Kratt experienced a flame-out. Learning on the spot, he descended to around 30,000 feet—aware that trying to light in the thin air at maximum altitude could burn it out—and eventually he reignited the burner, only to suffer another engine failure. This time he had no luck getting the burner to start. Leaning on the plane's glider-mimicking characteristics, he allowed it to sail through the air for several hundred miles while heading toward the Ranch, before landing at an Air Force Base in New Mexico. Never one to leave a thing to chance, Dick Bissell, when informed of the impending touchdown, placed an urgent telephone call to the commander of the base, carefully instructing him to move the special aircraft to a remote part of the base and to secure it with a tarpaulin and an armed guard. No one was to see it.30
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