The Impact of High-altitude Imaging and High-speed
Technologies in US Reconnaissance Aircraft on US
Policy and US-Soviet Relations during the Cold War

Extended Essay

Subject: History
Word Count: 4,000 Words
Session: May 2025



Table of Contents

TAbIE OF CONLENLS......eeiiiiiiiieeeiie ettt e et e e e te e e stbeeestbeeesaeeessaeessaeeessaeessseeessseeessseeennes 2
IETOAUCTION. ...ttt ettt sttt h et a e s et et et e sa e e bt et e saeenaeenresnnen 3
Early OVerflIGRLS.....ccoviiiiiiieeeie et e et e e et a e e taeeesbeessaeesssaeesssaeesnseeas 3
The KOTE@AN WAL .......coiiiiiiiiiiieee ettt sttt ettt et sb et eatesaeenbeenees 5
The Open SKIes PrOPOSal.........coccuiiiiiiieiiie ettt et e et e e st e e sreeesaneeesnseeesnnees 7
High-AIttude FLGRt.......ooiiieee et st st e 8
High-Altitude and Nighttime IMaging...........ccccviiiiuiiiiiiiiiiiie et e e e 8
The U-2 ATICTATL. ..ottt ettt sttt et be et s 10
The 1960 U=-2 INCIACNL. ....cueeeieieeiieiieie ettt ettt ettt e beetesaeeteeneesseenseensesneenseensesneens 11
The U-2 in the Cuban MiSSile CIiSiS.......coteruirierieriieierierieriesitete ettt s see s e 12
High-Speed ATTCTaTt.........eiiiie ettt e st e e st e e sae e e saaeesseeensaeeas 13
Operation Black Shield: The A-12 in the Vietnam War...........cccocvevieiiiienieniieieeie e 14
The SR-71 and Emergence of Reconnaissance Satellites.........cccvivviieeriieeciieeiie e 15
The SR-71 in the YOm Kippur War..........cccviiiiiiiiiiiiiecieeee ettt ettt 16

Evaluation and CONCIUSION. ......ouueeeee et e et e e e e e e e e e et eeeeeeeeeeeeaeraaaeseeaeenes 18



Introduction

As tensions soared during the Cold War, a critical yet often overlooked factor shaped
American strategy: aerial reconnaissance. The rivalry between the US and the USSR extended
beyond just military power to include espionage, intelligence gathering, and technological
innovation. For the US, aerial reconnaissance became a core element of its Cold War strategy,
driving advances in high-altitude imaging and high-speed aircraft to outmaneuver Soviet
defenses and gather important information about Soviet actions, capabilities, and intentions.'
This information had a significant impact on US-Soviet tensions and US strategy during events
such as the 1960 U-2 incident and the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. Innovations in high-altitude
imaging and high-speed aircraft in American reconnaissance planes transformed intelligence
gathering and helped shape US foreign policy and tensions between the superpowers during the

Cold War.

Early Overflights

In the aftermath of WWII, the US prioritized preparation for a potential conflict with the
USSR, focusing on gathering information regarding activity in Moscow and the locations of
radar stations and military bases.” The successful creation of the Soviet atomic bomb in 1949
intensified US fears and spurred the desire for detailed information about Soviet military
capabilities. To address this, the US and Britain organized the Peacetime Airborne
Reconnaissance Program (PARPRO), conducting surveillance flights along the borders of the

USSR and its satellite states to gather military information. While useful, intelligence gathered

"Evans, Michael. “The U-2, OXCART, and the SR-71.” The National Security Archive, 16 Oct.
2002, nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB74/.
2 Boyne, Walter J. “The Early Overflights.” Air & Space Forces Magazine, October 6, 2023.



from the periphery of the USSR was considered insufficient for detailed strategic planning,
prompting the US to initiate riskier overflights deep into Soviet airspace.’

The National Reconnaissance Office (NRO) is the agency in the US Department of
Defense that designs, builds, launches and maintains satellites used for intelligence. It was
established in 1961 and played a critical role in intelligence-gathering during the Cold War,
tracking Soviet weapon developments, military operations, and nuclear capabilities. Although it
was primarily focused on space-based surveillance, the NRO’s early satellite programs were
informed by intelligence gathering through high-risk aerial reconnaissance missions.* These
overflights, defined by NRO historian Cargill Hall as “a flight by a government aircraft that,
expressly on the direction of the head of state, traverses the territory of another state in peacetime
without that other state’s permission,” were essential for collecting intelligence in the early Cold
War. Although satellites were put into use for intelligence gathering later in the Cold War,
information gathered from aerial overflights remained key in US decision-making.

A notable overflight occurred on April 8, 1950, when a US Navy PB4Y-2 reconnaissance
aircraft, the Turbulent Turtle, went missing over Soviet airspace.’ Three days later, the USSR
announced that it had shot down the aircraft and accused the US of violating its airspace. The US
denied the allegations, claiming that the plane was on a routine flight in the region, and
condemned the USSR’s attack as an unjustified act of aggression. In reality, the Turbulent Turtle
was completing a reconnaissance mission to locate Soviet radar stations, in case a war with the
USSR were to break out. The fate of the aircraft’s crew remains unknown and it is disputed

whether some may have survived the attack and been captured by the USSR. The attack on the

* Boyne, Walter J. “The Early Overflights.” Air & Space Forces Magazine, October 6, 2023.

* Haines, Gerald K. The National Reconnaissance Office, NRO: Its Origins, Creation, & Early
Years. NRO History Office, 2000.

> McHugh, Calder, and Cole S. Aronson. “The Cold War Mystery the U.S. Military Can’t Afford
to Forget.” POLITICO, April 9, 2023.



Turbulent Turtle led President Truman to suspend reconnaissance flights for thirty days out of
concern that political volatility was not being correctly balanced against the need for
intelligence.® On May 5, 1950, the Special Electronic Airborne Search Project (SESP) was
established. SESP was responsible for organizing “ferret” reconnaissance missions around the
border of the USSR in order to obtain intelligence “as a safeguard to national defense.”” There
were some restrictions placed on reconnaissance flights following the incident, including keeping
all flights more than 20 miles away from the USSR and arming all aircraft with defensive
weaponry.

According to Dr. John T. Farquhar, a former aerial reconnaissance pilot and professor at
the US Air Force Academy, these early reconnaissance missions exemplified a “cycle of
hostility” sparked by US aerial reconnaissance that influenced US-Soviet tensions and foreign
policy.® American distrust of the Soviets and the desire to extract strategic information were the
primary motivations for US reconnaissance missions. The USSR often responded assertively, as
in the case of the Turbulent Turtle, further increasing tensions between the nations. The
escalation of tensions would increase US intelligence concerns, leading the US to conduct more

reconnaissance flights over the USSR.

The Korean War

US reconnaissance flights were not limited to Soviet airspace during the early Cold

War— they also played a crucial role during the Korean War. In June 1950, North Korea’s

® Farquhar, John T. “Aerial Reconnaissance, the Press, and American Foreign Policy,
1950-1954.” Air Power History 62, no. 4 (2015): 38-51.
" Farquhar, John T. “Aerial Reconnaissance, the Press, and American Foreign Policy,
1950-1954.” Air Power History 62, no. 4 (2015): 38-51.
8 Farquhar, John T. “Aerial Reconnaissance, the Press, and American Foreign Policy,
1950-1954.” Air Power History 62, no. 4 (2015): 38-51.



invasion of South Korea prompted the United Nations (UN) to organize a counteroffensive,
which pushed North Korean forces back towards the Chinese border. As UN forces advanced,
the US grew concerned about the possibility of Chinese intervention. To address this, the US
organized several reconnaissance missions along the Chinese border to monitor troop movements
but avoided penetrating Chinese airspace to prevent escalating tensions with China.’ The US
believed that the USSR was assisting North Korea and China in the war and thus conducted
reconnaissance flights over Soviet airspace as a necessary measure. '

The Korean War revealed the initial US technological disadvantage in aerial warfare
compared to the USSR. The new Soviet MiG-15 jet fighters were designed to intercept bombers
and proved highly effective against the slow US WWII-era B-29 Superfortress bombers
deployed in North Korea."" For reconnaissance missions, the US deployed RB-45C aircraft along
the Chinese border and into Soviet airspace. However, out of three RB-45Cs operating in the Far
East, two were shot down by MiG-15s while the third was severely damaged.'? Recognizing the
need for technological innovation, the US Air Force replaced the RB-45Cs with newly modified
B-47 jet bombers to conduct these overflights.

The Korean War marked an important transition in US aerial reconnaissance. It exposed
vulnerabilities of using modified bombers for intelligence gathering, leading later to the
development of specialized reconnaissance aircraft, such as the Lockheed U-2, that were
designed specifically to meet the challenges of Cold War intelligence gathering. Aerial

reconnaissance played a crucial role in shaping Cold War dynamics, as intelligence gathered

? Boyne, Walter J. “The Early Overflights.” Air & Space Forces Magazine, October 6, 2023.

" Boyne, Walter J. “The Early Overflights.” Air & Space Forces Magazine, October 6, 2023.

" Tikkanen, Amy, ed. “MiG-15.” Encyclopadia Britannica, October 13, 2023.
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helped inform foreign policy decisions but methods such as overflights risked escalating

tensions.

The Open Skies Proposal

At the 1955 Geneva Summit, President Eisenhower proposed an “Open Skies” plan to
France, Britain, and the USSR. The US recognized that aerial reconnaissance could provide
critical information from deep in the USSR, which would be difficult to obtain otherwise.
Eisenhower intended to reduce Cold War tensions with the proposal that the US and the USSR
would both conduct overflights over each other’s territory in order to monitor military activity
and ensure that neither side was preparing for war."”* However, the USSR rejected the proposal,
with Khruschev claiming it was an “espionage plot.”'* Eisenhower later admitted that he knew
the USSR would refuse the proposal, but he had intended to use the rejection to make it appear
that the USSR did not wish to pursue arms control.'* While the Open Skies proposal was not
enacted by the two superpowers, the US continued to pursue covert aerial reconnaissance over
the USSR, developing new innovations to avoid Soviet detection, including high-altitude flight

and nighttime imaging.

1 “Telegram From the Delegation at the Geneva Conference to the Department of State.” U.S.
Department of State, U.S. Department of State.

14 Glass, Andrew. “Ike Offers ‘Open Skies’ Plan at Geneva Summit, July 21, 1955 .” Politico, 21
July 2010,
www.politico.com/story/2010/07/ike-offers-open-skies-plan-at-geneva-summit-july-21-1955-039
988.

1> Glass, Andrew. “Ike Offers ‘Open Skies’ Plan at Geneva Summit, July 21, 1955 .” Politico, 21
July 2010,
www.politico.com/story/2010/07/ike-offers-open-skies-plan-at-geneva-summit-july-21-1955-039
988.



High-Altitude Flight

High-altitude flight was a significant advance in aerial reconnaissance technology, as it
enabled the US to gather more useful intelligence on key targets, including military installations
and activity, when traveling through Soviet airspace. Flying at high elevations was also
necessary in order to avoid detection by Soviet defense systems, such as surface-to-air missiles
and anti-aircraft artillery.'® If the USSR succeeded in shooting down reconnaissance aircraft,
there would be a steep escalation of tensions between the two superpowers. With advancements
in jet engine technology that, unlike the older piston-driven engines, operate more efficiently at
high elevations, development in high-altitude flight technology started to gain momentum. The
Lockheed U-2, introduced in the mid-1950s, operated out of range of Soviet radar and
anti-aircraft systems, while allowing the US to gather critical intelligence on Soviet military and
nuclear capabilities. However, the USSR would later develop defense systems to counter these

flights, such as the SA-2 Guideline, an advanced surface-to-air missile (SAM) system."”

High-Altitude and Nighttime Imaging

The primary objective of many aerial reconnaissance missions was to capture
photographs of Soviet territory. These missions were often conducted at nighttime in order to
minimize the risk of detection. However, this posed unique challenges in producing
high-resolution images. A blurred or low-quality photograph could block out or distort key
information. One early innovation was the development of photoflash bombs, which illuminated

the surface below to improve image quality. These bombs, composed primarily of magnesium,

16 “A High-Flying Spy Plane.” National Air and Space Museum, 26 Apr. 2019.

17“SA-2 Surface-to-Air Missile.” National Museum of the United States Air Force.



produced an intense burst of light when ignited.'® Cameras mounted on reconnaissance aircraft
pointed towards these bombs when they were released from the aircraft’s bomb bay and ignited
after a timed delay.'” While the photoflash bombs provided better nighttime high-altitude
imaging capabilities, the technology introduced its own challenges. In particular, determining the
time from when the bombs were dropped to when they ignited proved to be especially difficult.
If detonated too close to the surface, it may not light up all of the desired area. If detonated too
far above the surface, the light released by the detonation might dissipate before reaching the
ground, and the images taken would not capture the desired area.?’ These difficulties highlighted
the experimental nature of aerial nighttime imaging. However, the US was still willing to use
photoflash bombs despite the technology not being completely refined, reflecting US motivation
to maintain surveillance over Soviet territory.

Another key advance in imaging technology was the panoramic camera. Traditional
aerial cameras were replaced with panoramic cameras that contained a lens barrel capable of
rotating from side to side, providing it with a larger field of vision than traditional cameras— up
to 110 square nautical miles.?! This larger field of view allowed cameras to photograph a broader
area without needing the aircraft to increase its altitude. Moreover, this technology shrunk the
blind spot between successive images. In 1953, prototypes of the new panoramic cameras were

tested on the Lockheed U-2, a high-altitude reconnaissance aircraft under development by the

'8 Beckett, Jesse. “The Photoflash Bombs That Illuminated Cities.” PlaneHistoria, September 15,
129Olgzx.:kett, Jesse. “The Photoflash Bombs That [lluminated Cities.” PlaneHistoria, September 15,
220Olgzx.:kett, Jesse. “The Photoflash Bombs That [lluminated Cities.” PlaneHistoria, September 15,
2210“2C33élmera, Aerial, Hycon 73b, Lockheed U-2C.” National Air and Space Museum
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“Skunk Works” team, which was responsible for Lockheed’s classified research and

development programs.?

The U-2 Aircraft

The U-2 was a groundbreaking development in aerial reconnaissance that played a central
role in intelligence gathering during the Cold War. It had a unique design with large wings to
generate greater lift and improve stability at high elevations, lightweight landing gear, and high
fuel efficiency that allowed it to fly for extended periods.” The U-2 was powered by a single jet
engine that provided it with enough power to climb to elevations over 70,000 feet. It became the
US primary reconnaissance aircraft after its introduction in the 1950s.?* It flew high enough to
stay out of range of Soviet radar and interceptor aircraft at the time, and was equipped with
high-altitude imaging cameras.” The U-2 was also equipped with electronic sensors that could
collect radar signals from the ground, providing the US with intelligence on Soviet
communications and locations of Soviet radar stations, military bases, and anti-aircraft
weaponry.”® The intelligence gathered by U-2 overflights, which began in 1956, had a profound
impact on US policy by offering insights into Soviet military capabilities, locations of troops and
weaponry, and possible Soviet intentions. One notable example of this is the revealing of the

“bomber gap” myth.

22 “Camera, Aerial, Hycon 73b, Lockheed U-2C.” National Air and Space Museum

3 «“UJ-2 and the Cuban Missile Crisis.” Imperial War Museums

# Evans, Michael. “The U-2, OXCART, and the SR-71: U.S. Aerial Espionage in the Cold War
and Beyond.” The U-2, Oxcart, and the SR-71.

2> Mitchell, Alexander. “Invisible Weapon: How the Lockheed U-2 Was Designed for
High-Altitude Reconnaissance.” Simple Flying, 25 Mar. 2024

26 Mitchell, Alexander. “Invisible Weapon: How the Lockheed U-2 Was Designed for
High-Altitude Reconnaissance.” Simple Flying, 25 Mar. 2024
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The U-2 and the “Bomber Gap”

In 1954, the USSR unveiled the Myasishchev M-4 Bison, a heavy bomber capable of
carrying a nuclear weapon directly from Soviet bases to the US. At the Soviet Aviation Day
demonstrations in 1955, US analysts mistakenly counted 28 Soviet Bison bombers that were
presented, leading the CIA to estimate that the USSR would be able to construct a large fleet of
800 by 1960. The perceived “bomber gap” significantly influenced US defense policy, prompting
a substantial increase in defense spending and a major buildup of the US Air Force bomber fleet,
which eventually peaked at over 2,500 aircraft. President Eisenhower was skeptical of the Soviet
advantage at the time, but supported the development of the U-2 to collect evidence. While the
exact number of Soviet bombers discovered is unknown, subsequent U-2 flights provided
intelligence revealing that the USSR had far fewer Bison bombers than previously estimated.
The information provided by high-altitude photographs in these aerial reconnaissance missions
was critical to debunking the bomber gap myth and allowing the US to accurately assess Soviet

bomber capabilities.

The 1960 U-2 Incident

In May 1960, US pilot Francis Gary Powers was flying a U-2 over Soviet airspace when
he was shot down by a surface-to-air missile. The US initially denied involvement, claiming that
Powers was conducting a civilian flight. However, the USSR exposed this as a cover-up by
revealing that Powers had been captured alive.”” This event increased tensions between the US

and the USSR and led to the cancellation of a summit in Paris where US President Eisenhower

27 «U-2 Overflights and the Capture of Francis Gary Powers, 1960.” U.S. Department of State.
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and Soviet leader Khruschev intended to discuss nuclear arms control.?® This incident stalled

progress in arms control and intensified the Cold War entering the 1960s.

The U-2 in the Cuban Missile Crisis

In 1959, Fidel Casto overthrew Fulgencio Batistia in Cuba and established a communist
regime. This alarmed the US, which had been working to contain communism since the end of
WWII. The US attempted to overthrow Castro in the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion, believing it
would trigger a popular uprising against Castro’s regime. However, the invading forces were
easily defeated by the Cuban military. Castro soon established diplomatic relations with the
USSR, which alarmed the US.?* The role of the U-2 extended beyond overflights of the USSR,
playing a pivotal role in the subsequent Cuban Missile Crisis. In August 1962, the US had
already become suspicious of Soviet involvement in Cuba after a U-2 aircraft spotted Soviet
ships entering the country. U-2 planes conducted overflights of Cuba twice a month, taking
thousands of photographs to keep the US government informed of military activity.** Initially,
SAMs and MiG-21s were spotted in Cuba, but these did not raise alarm for the US.*! However,
CIA Director John McCone notified President Kennedy of his suspicion that the SAMs were
intended to defend Soviet missiles that were being stationed in Cuba. In September, U-2 flights
were briefly halted, a decision influenced by the US government’s fears of a U-2 being shot

down.* The next U-2 overflight of Cuba was on October 14, where the pilot photographed

28 «U-2 Overflights and the Capture of Francis Gary Powers, 1960.” U.S. Department of State.
%9 “The Cuban Missile Crisis, October 1962.” U.S. Department of State, U.S. Department of
3S("[e(‘.j‘[?)i“rell, John T. “Airpower and the Cuban Missile Crisis.” AIR FORCE Magazine, August
321ng)i“rell, John T. “Airpower and the Cuban Missile Crisis.” AIR FORCE Magazine, August
322ng)i“rell, John T. “Airpower and the Cuban Missile Crisis.” AIR FORCE Magazine, August
2005.
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several intermediate-range Soviet nuclear missiles being installed in Cuba, posing a direct threat
to the US.** These images provided concrete evidence of Soviet escalation in the region,
allowing the Kennedy Administration to develop a response and establish a naval blockade
around Cuba.* The events of the Cuban Missile Crisis would have likely turned out differently
had aerial reconnaissance not been used to gather information that would influence the US

course of action during the crisis.

High-Speed Aircraft

Although tensions between the US and the USSR were temporarily reduced after the
Cuban Missile Crisis, the Cold War and the arms race continued. Aerial reconnaissance
continued to influence US foreign policy. While high-altitude imaging remained an essential part
of aerial reconnaissance, the existing reconnaissance aircraft, such as the U-2, had limitations
that could increase risks of Soviet detection or interception, which would escalate US-Soviet
tensions.

The U-2’s ability to fly at high altitudes initially kept it beyond the reach of Soviet radar
and aircraft.*> However, the 1960 U-2 incident exposed the vulnerability of the aircraft due to its
slow speed and inability to avoid interceptors. This exemplified the need for high-speed
reconnaissance aircraft capable of both high-altitude flight and of evading Soviet defenses.*® By

the late 1950s, research on technologies for high-speed reconnaissance aircraft had already

33 “The Cuban Missile Crisis, October 1962.” U.S. Department of State, U.S. Department of
iti?ﬁe Cuban Missile Crisis, October 1962.” U.S. Department of State, U.S. Department of
3SS‘[il)‘[z;ioes, Dirk. “A Brief History of the U-2 Spy Plane Program.” Lyon Air Museum, 15 Oct.
32"szigi)arge, David Scott. Archangel: CIA's supersonic A-12 Reconnaissance Aircraft.
Washington, D.C.: Center for the Study of Intelligence, 2012.
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begun. The development of these aircraft required significant innovation in engine technology,
aerodynamics, engineering, and materials.”” Competition for aerial dominance was a key part of
the arms race between the US and the USSR. As shown in cases such as the “bomber gap,” the
US aimed for air supremacy in order to secure strategic advantages and deter potential Soviet
attacks. This ultimately led to the development of the Lockheed A-12, a supersonic high-altitude
interceptor designed by Skunk Works in 1959. While the A-12 was designed as an interceptor,
rather than a reconnaissance aircraft, the goal of the A-12 was shifted towards avoiding direct
confrontation with enemy aircraft and being used for reconnaissance missions. Like the U-2, the
A-12 was equipped with a panoramic camera that allowed high-quality imaging over a large area
and was able to fly at extremely high altitudes of over 90,000 feet. The CIA ordered twelve to be
built in 1960 as part of project OXCART, intending to use the aircraft as a follow-up to the U-2.*
The aircraft was designed to have an extremely high maximum speed, over three times the speed
of sound, so it could outrun Soviet missiles and interceptors, helping assure that there would not

be a repeat of the 1960 U-2 incident.

Operation Black Shield: The A-12 in the Vietnam War

The Lockheed A-12 was first deployed in Operation Black Shield, which involved
several high-altitude reconnaissance missions flown over Vietnam during the Vietnam War.
Initiated by the CIA in 1967, Operation Black Shield was focused on gathering intelligence over
North Vietnam and Southeast Asia during the Vietnam War using high-altitude imaging to locate

SAM sites and other military targets. The A-12 allowed the Johnson Administration and the US

37 “The President’s News Conference.” The President’s News Conference | The American
Presidency Project, 24 July 1964.

¥ Robarge, David Scott. Archangel: CIA's supersonic A-12 Reconnaissance Aircraft.
Washington, D.C.: Center for the Study of Intelligence, 2012.
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military to rely heavily on precise reconnaissance imagery to inform air operations in Vietnam,
with Walt Rostow, the National Security Advisor to President Johnson, stating that the A-12
missions “were invaluable to the president.”*® Moreover, Rostow stated that Johnson would
“never have allowed any tactical air operations in the North because he was extremely
sensitive... to the possibilities of a bomb accidentally hitting a Chinese or Russian ship.”* This
demonstrates how the A-12 directly influenced US policy by enabling carefully calculated
military actions while avoiding incidents that could escalate tensions with the USSR.
Declassified CIA documents on Operation Black Shield state that “there were no known
weapons reactions to any Black Shield missions despite the fact that the SAM environment
overflown is known to be the densest in existence,” highlighting the effectiveness of the A-12 as
a tool for gathering critical intelligence without provoking direct confrontation.*! By filling a gap
between the vulnerable U-2 aircraft and emerging satellite reconnaissance, the A-12 underscored
the importance of technological superiority in the Cold War while shaping US military strategy

and influencing decision making to avoid confrontation with the USSR.

The SR-71 and Emergence of Reconnaissance Satellites

Although the A-12 was only used for a few reconnaissance missions, it set the stage for
its successor, the SR-71 “Blackbird.” While the A-12 was deployed in Operation Black Shield,
the US Air Force was modifying the A-12’s design into the SR-71.** While the SR-71 was

heavier than the A-12, flew at lower altitudes, and had a slightly lower maximum speed, it

3 Rich, Ben R., and Leo Janos. Skunk Works: A Personal Memoir of My Years at Lockheed.
Sphere, 2019.

% Rich, Ben R., and Leo Janos. Skunk Works: A Personal Memoir of My Years at Lockheed.
Sphere, 2019.

1 United States. Central Intelligence Agency. Black Shield Reconnaissance Missions 31 May -
15 August 1967. 22 Sept. 1967.

42 «“Lockheed SR-71 Blackbird .” Smithsonian Institution.
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carried a greater imaging and sensor payload, increasing its reconnaissance abilities. It was also
designed with a lower radar cross-section, making it more challenging for Soviet radar stations to
detect it if it were to fall within its range.

By the late 1960s, reconnaissance satellites started outperforming reconnaissance aircraft
in imaging Soviet territory with reduced risk of detection. However, they came with several
disadvantages. For instance, satellites were limited in coverage, only being able to take
photographs of specific areas that they passed over in their orbit. Moreover, the USSR was aware
of many American spy satellites and could conceal activities during known overpasses of
satellites. For these reasons, the US considered the SR-71 an essential tool for gathering

information about actions deep in Soviet territory.*

The SR-71 in the Yom Kippur War

The Yom Kippur War was a conflict between Israel and a coalition of Arab states led by
Egypt and Syria in 1973. The war began with a surprise attack on Israeli territories by Egyptian
and Syrian forces. Israel received significant military support from the US, while the Arab states
were backed by the USSR.* This led to heightened tensions between the two superpowers.
When the war began, the US only had one reconnaissance satellite coverage of the region,
whereas the USSR had six reconnaissance satellites covering the area, giving the Soviets a
significant advantage in intelligence-gathering during the war.** The single US reconnaissance

satellite was a high-resolution GAMBIT-3, only capable of taking photographs of a narrow area

# “Lockheed SR-71 Blackbird .” Smithsonian Institution.

* Gutfeld, Arnon, and Boaz Vanetik. ““A Situation That Had to Be Manipulated”: The American
Airlift to Israel During the Yom Kippur War’. Middle Eastern Studies, vol. 52, no. 3, Routledge,
2016, pp. 419—447.

* Day, Dwayne A. “Crisis in Space: The 1973 Yom Kippur War and ‘Crisis Reconnaissance.””
The Space Review: Crisis in Space: The 1973 Yom Kippur War and “Crisis Reconnaissance,” 2
Oct. 2023, www.thespacereview.com/article/4663/1.
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and sending them back after one day. To improve information provided by the satellite, an SR-71
mission named “Giant Reach” was sent over the war zone to monitor troop movements. The high
precision of the photographs, enough to distinguish the difference between real SAMs and
“dummy” SAMs installed by Egyptian forces, was instrumental in helping US leadership make
strategic decisions during the conflict.*® Moreover, there were official photo interpreters assigned
to look at images of military activity during the war and determine the exact Israeli, Egyptian,
and Syrian number of tanks that were destroyed.?” This was a key part of determining specific
US aid to provide to Israel.

The intelligence gathered by the SR-71 during “Giant Reach” not only provided
important strategic insights but also exemplified the technological and intelligence competition
between the US and the USSR during the Cold War. The mission was an example of the US
using aerial reconnaissance technology to counter the Soviet satellite advantage in the region.
This intelligence allowed the US government to make informed decisions about military support
for Israel during the war and to assess risks of potential escalation with the Arab states. The use
of the SR-71 in the Yom Kippur War not only provided critical military intelligence during the
conflict but also had major implications on US policy during the war. Photographs of troop
movements gave the US government solid proof as to whether Arab and Israeli forces had left
the front lines after the ceasefire, which was used to hold both sides accountable at the end of the

war.®

% Day, Dwayne A. “Crisis in Space: The 1973 Yom Kippur War and ‘Crisis Reconnaissance.”
The Space Review: Crisis in Space: The 1973 Yom Kippur War and “Crisis Reconnaissance,” 2
Oct. 2023, www.thespacereview.com/article/4663/1.

47 Brugioni, Dino A. “The Effects of Aerial and Satellite Imagery on the 1973 Yom Kippur War.”
Air Power History, vol. 51, no. 3, 2004, pp. 4-13. JSTOR.

* Dowling, Stephen. “SR-71 Blackbird: The Cold War’s Ultimate Spy Plane.” BBC News, BBC,
24 Feb. 2022, www.bbc.com/future/article/20130701-tales-from-the-blackbird-cockpit.
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Evaluation and Conclusion

While there is significant information on the events of the Cold War accessible online,
many primary official documents concerning US decision-making are unavailable or classified.
This limits information available regarding other factors influencing US policymakers at the
time, such as direct communications with the USSR or information gathered through other
espionage methods. Additionally, there is significantly less information available on the Soviet
perspective of aerial reconnaissance, preventing a comprehensive understanding of how US
intelligence efforts shaped Soviet responses. These limitations in information introduces
challenges in fully assessing the extent to which US aerial reconnaissance impacted Cold War
tensions and strategic decisions.

Nonetheless, aerial reconnaissance was pivotal in shaping US actions and US-Soviet
relations during the Cold War. Innovations in high-altitude imaging technology, such as the
development of photoflash bombs and panoramic cameras, extended US reconnaissance
capabilities and allowed the US to gather intelligence from deep within the USSR. This
intelligence was essential for assessing Soviet military capabilities and intentions, influencing
US policy in cases such as the “bomber gap.” The development of the U-2 further advanced US
aerial reconnaissance proposals, but risked escalation of US-Soviet tensions in the 1960 incident.
However, it played a crucial role in informing US decision making during the Cuban Missile
Crisis. Additionally, the development of high-speed aircraft, such as the A-12 and the SR-71,
redefined the role of aerial reconnaissance in the age of reconnaissance satellites and provided
key information in the Vietnam War and Yom Kippur War. Although many were kept secret
throughout the Cold War, reconnaissance missions provided crucial information that influenced

US actions and strategy throughout the Cold War. The influence of aerial reconnaissance
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extended beyond intelligence gathering, shaping the US perception of Soviet capabilities,
influencing foreign policy decisions, and affecting US-Soviet relations throughout the Cold War.
The advances in US reconnaissance technologies throughout the Cold War illustrates how
technological development is often driven by political and military motivations, a theme that

continues to shape intelligence gathering strategies in the modern world.
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