M Ocroper 1953, intellizgence
agzents of a Balkan country ap-
proached the Central Intell:-
zence Agency rasident in therr
nation, offering to hand over
to the TS a current Soviet-butlt
fighter—a Yak-13 Flora—on a very
short-term basis. Thusbezan a project
involving & small number of Air Force
and CIA personnel. It was called
“Project Alpha ™
The Air Force declassified mouch
of the project’s technical material in
the mid-19%0s, but it had expunged
the names of the Balkan countries
imvelved and three foreign officials
sent a5 escorts. The CIA was even
less forthcoming. Fifty vears after
the fact, the agency refused to di-
vulge any information. It wounld not
even acknowledge that such aproject
aver existed.
However, interviews with some
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AtrForce personnel who participated
in Project Alpha have helped to lift
the veil.

The story went something like
this: Agents of an unnamed Balkan
couniry (call it “Balkan Country
Wo. 17} knew & crated Vak-23 fighter
was being transported by train through
their conptry to another nation—
Ealkan Country MNo. 2. The agents
ofMo. 1 sugzested that the US could
take the fighter, study it, flizht-
test it, and then return it in the
crates exactly as it had been picked
up.
Seon, all parties shook hands on
the deal

TSAF senta C-124 10 Balkan Coun-
try Mo, 1. The C-124 flew the crated
and disassembled Yak-23, along with
the thres foreign escorts, to USAF s
Air Technical Intelligence Ceunter
(ATIC) at Wright-Patterson AFE,
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Ohiee. There, the Yak wasreassembled,
fliglu-tested, disassembled again, re-
crated, and flown back to Balkan
Coumniry Mo 1.

Getting the Yak

After receiving the offer, CIA
agemts comtacted ATIC, whose mis-
sion was b0 acquire and evaluate for-
wipn @irciall

The first step was to aITAnEE Tans-
port for the Yak. In early November
195% aC- 124 cargo aircrafr, zssizned
to the 4th Troop Carrier Squadron,
$Ind Treop Carrier Wing, Larson
AFE, Wash., was dispatched to
Wright-Parerson. Thie pilet was Capt.
Lerov D Good, 2 kighly experienced
veteran of rodp CArrier operations.
Good and his crew received a brief-
inz covering the bare essentials of
the flight. They wers oot told the
purpose or the ultimate destination.
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Ag g cover slory (0 explaln posaible gsightings. USAF ordered fhese in the know
to aay the Yak-23 was the experimsntal Bell X-5 alrcreil. The two airplanes bore 3
pageing rezsmblsncs, and e Yak had been givan famporary WS markings.

The first leg of the journey took
the C-124 to Westover AFE, Mass.
From there,_ it flew to a US air base
near Munich, whers it was refueled.
The crew was given another briefing
and made ready to continue its flight,
having been told thar the exact des-
tinaticn was to be revealed en route.
The C-124, a large four-engine air-
craft, was easy to identify, so there
was no effort o conceal its USAF
markings, but the flight was to be
made at night.

However, Good and his crew nevar
took off on the mission. Instead, they
were sent back to Larson. Good srill
does not know why. That was not his
last imvelvement in Project Alpha,
though.

Anaother £-124 fromi his same unit
took over and completed the pickup.
This second transport delivered the
crated Yak-23 to Wright-Patterson.
Upon landing, the C-124 was towed
near Hangar 145, where the crates
were unloaded and taken into a se-
LU e,

Flight Testing

Timie was short, becausa the crates
had to be returmed bDefore anyoue
noticed they were gons. The disas-
sembled aircraft was quickly reas-
sembled and underwent its first test
flight on MNov. 4, 1953, at Wright-
Fanerson.

Heading the top secret Project Al-
pha at ATIC was Air Force civilian
[ H Hemman He lioed up test pilets
Lt Col. Fred Wolfe, chief of USAF

fighter test, and Capt. Tom Collims.
Wolfe flew & safery airplane on the
wing of the Yak-23, while itwas flown
by Collins. Ray Gardiner was chosen
35 maintenance crew chief Assistimg
him were two other mechanics, Stan
Fulikowski and Fonnis Wilcoxin.

Dring the flizht tests, the Tak-
23 was disguized with remyovable
USAFmarkings. The AirForce cre-
sted a cover story to explain the
“strange aircraft’™ to curions eyes.
If asked, project members were to
say it was the X-5 experimental
aircrafi.

The covar was s00n put to the test
SomaF-36pillotsassigeedioa fighter-
interceptor squadron at the base were
taxiing out during an early morming
no-notice practice alert at the same
time Collins was getting ready to ke
off in the Yak At the officers’ clab
that evening, the F-3§ pilots asked
Collins abowt the stramge mircrafi.
Collin: gave theme the cover story.
The Yak-23 did bear a resemblance to
e -5 mep peerlimps e sivay Doulecd
the inguisitors. One of cthe o X-5s
buzlt had been destroyved in 3 crash,
but one was still fiving, so it would be
difficult to dispute the claim.

In all, Collin: made eizht test
flights in the Yak-23. The last took
place on Now. 25, 1053

Thee Return

For the return trip, airlifi pilot Good
azain got the call He flew C- 124 tail
Ka. 0097,

Crood said that when he arrived at

T3



To redriewe (he Yak, the Air Forcs fisw a C-124 trameport from Wright-Patterson
AFB, ohto, to Germany, and them en fo Yugosiavia. it pleked up a fghter Shat
had alrsady baen broken down and ioadsd linfe crafss.

Wrigh:-Patterson, workers bung a
black curtain inside his C-124, sepa-
rating most of the carge area from
the front of the airlifrer. He said that
six to 12 men “who spoke a foreign
language” boarded the C-124, along
with a man wearing an Air Force
colonel’s uniform. The colonel, who
gave Good route and destination
flight directions, Wore e name tag
and did mot offer his name . Good did
not ask.

The disassembled and re-crated
Tak was loaded aboard the C-1I4
and the return journey began. The
aircraft flew heavy, according to
Good. They again flew to the TS air
base outside Munich. At the base
flight operations center, Good filed
an msirmment flight rules plan for
an airfield north of the Munich area.
The C-124 departed Munich at night
and flew morth afrer takeoff. Al-
mest imiediately, the colonsl or-
dered Good to shift to a southerly
COUTEE.

Eaze air raffic controllers, said
Good, kept trving to contact the C-
124 to find out why it was dewviat-
ing from its flight plan. The cole-
nel ordered Good not 1o respond.
When Good protested. the colonel
told hime that the change had “all
Deen arranged.”

After flving the southerly course
for a brief period, Good was told to
takee an @ast 1o southeast heading.
The C-124 was soon jeined by an
escort of two propeller-driven fighter
aircraft, one on each wing. It was
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too dark for Good to identify the
aircraft or see their national mark-
ings. All three aircraft flew with-
ot lights.

They landed in the middle of the
nizht at a military airfield and were
met by jeeps that led them to a re-
mote parking area. The people whe
met them brought food and drink.
The C-124 engineer, Szt Foy H.
Bass, recalled one gregarious and
happv member of the welcoming
paTty giving him a vellow bottle of
Sljivevica, 3 Serbizn ligueur.

The C-124%s passengers, except
the colonsal, departed the aircrafi

and boarded s bus. The colovel and
aircrew stayed with the C-124,
which was unloaded quickly. Shortly
after landing, the Americans took
off and the colonel told Good to fly
directly to Paris. At Orly Field, the
colonel thanked the crew and wished
them zooed-bye. Good and his crew
returned to Larson Air Force Base.

Who Provided the Yak?

Atr Force documentation clearly
shows that a crared Yak-23 was be-
ingz shipped via rail through B alkan
Country MNe. 1 o Balkan Country
No. 2. Both were identified as com-
munist counirias. The same records
made it clear that the shipment did
not prigivate io a third Balkan conn-
.

Four former Soviet client states
bave flown Yak-23s5. Twe were
Eazlkan: Bulgaria and Fomania. Two
were noet: Czechoslovakia and Pol-
and. Yugoslavia was nndounbitedly
Ealkan Country Mo. 1—the one that
“loaned” the Yak ro the US.

Good confirmed that in an inter-
view. He said he knows that, when
he made the classified flight from
Wright-Patterson, be flew into a
military airfield near Belgrada, Yu-
goslavia. At that rime, Pancevo fiald
near Belgrade was & military pilot
training hasa.

Why would Yugoslavia offer the
Yak-23 we the US? At about this
tirne, the U%S and Yugoslavia had
been working out a military security
ACTALZEMIENT.

Tha Yak-23, shawn here In ife remaovabils USAF markings, was of guastionabie
quraiify teut was in service with several Warsaw Pact naflonz. It was Town by
Crechosiovakia and Poland, in adaition fo Buigariz ang Romamia.

LIR FORCE Magazine / June 2004

P hot o wis Moberi F. Do



The leader of Yugoslavia, Tesip
EBroz, better known as Tito, prac-
ticed his own form of communism,
independent of direction fr om Mos-
cow. This difference of opinion came
to 3 bead early in 1948, and Stalin
Droke off relations with Yugosla-
via, withdrawing all material sup-
port.

Tito helisved that survival of his
government depended upon getring
the support of Western powers, par-
ticularly the United States. The US
AW A0 oppormnity tonse a splitin the
comronnist bloc toits advanrage, in-
cluding gaining a foothold in the
Balkans to help defuse the commu-
nist problem facing MATO member
Greece

Starting in 1948, Wastern nations
began limited ec onomic support to
Tugoeslavia. Two years later, the
US began shipping weapons to Tite.

Tha purloined ¥ak /8 shown here in fIight with I8 temporary markings and
designation of FU-555. In ail, the Yak was flown sight fimes at Wright-Paftaraon
betwasn Nov. & and Nov. 73, 1353, when It was spirited back fo tha Galkans.

A Long Intelligence History

The Alr Technical intelitigence Center (ATIC ) races e roots to 1917 1T was In
that year that the Army Slgnal Corps’ Alrplane Enginesrin g Department farmeo
the Forebgn Data Section at McCooi Flelg, near Caybon, Ohle. The misslon of the
seChon was to study forelgm alrcraft, transiate aeros pace documents, and main-
taln a technicak library on foreign equipment.

Sy 1042, durlng World War i, the sectimn had evolved and became he
Technicad Data Labaratary. By 1045, TOL had grawmn fram 25 to 750 people ang
had been redesignated the T-2 Intelilgence section. Along the way, [t moved from
M Cook o Wright Fle ld. T-2's primary jo'b was ko evaluate German and Japanese
alrcraft and technlcal gocuments.

In 1951, the Alr Force created ATIC and made evaluation of Soviet technology
He primary scientific and technical Inteliigence misslon.

Although ATIC was discomiinued 10 years later, is misshon cantinued. On July
1, 1961, USAF cragted, within Alr Force Systems Command, the Forelgn Tesch-
nology Dvision, headquanered at Wrighl-=attersan.

Out of FTD grew foday's Matlonal Alr and Space Intefligence Center, st

neaoguartered at Wright-P atterson. NASIC is & compaonent of ihe Alr InZelligence

AQENTY

Some nnofficial sources claim that
UL military personnel were also
sent to Yugoslavia in the early
1930s to help train the Yugoslav
Air Force.

In Dcrober 1953, the opportunity
to provide the US with a Sowiet-buailt
fighter aircrafi—even temporarily—
would hawve seemed a ready-made
way to further cement US-Tuzoslav
relations.

Mo Real Value?
There was probably no way for

Tugoslay officials to kEnow that,
weeks earlier, the US had acquired a
MiGs-17 whan 3 North Forean Air
Force pilos, Lt. Eum 3ok Mo, flew
one to Kimpo Alr Base, pear Seoul
in South Korea In September 1953,
the 21-vear-old defector landed his
MiG near 2 USAF F-86 and marned
over hizs fighter.

ArrForcetactical intell izence per-
sonnel at Kimpo partially disas-
seanrlebed tloe Gizloier, wiiscls was o
abpard a C-124 to Okinawa. Afterit
was resssemblad and itz Nonh Eo-

Bill Getr iz a retired A Force pilor and ncustry sxecutive who row
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Magazine.

LIR FORCE Magazine / June 2004

rean markings were replaced with
TT5AF emblems, Air Force test prlot
Collins, the same one to fly the Yak-
23 about 2 month [ater, became the
first toe fly the MiG. In all, Collins
amd Maj. Charles E. Yeagermade 11
test flights at Okinawa before the
MG was disassembled again and, in
December 1933, transported to the
Air Technical Intelligence Ceanter at
Wrighz-Pamerson.

The Yak-23 fighter, builr by the
A S Yakovlev design buresu, was
obsolete the day it first Tollad out the
factory door in 1948.

According o an ATIC summary
report contzived in the Alr Force
documentation: “The Yak-23, like
its predecessors, is a3 single-zeaf,
low-wing, lightweight fighter.
which was given In guantities to
[Soviet] satellite air forces. ... There
is 3 minimum amount of equipment
installed in the aircrafi. ... The ont-
standing featuras of the aircraft are
its takeoff, climb, and acceleration
capabilities, which are excellent. ...
Lack of cockpit pressurization, a
0.8 Mach No. restriction, and poor
directional stability above 325 knots
IAS [indicsted mir speed] are Lis
major drawbacks.”

The Yak-23 wans outclassed by the
MiG-15, which was Infrodmced at
about the same time. However, the
Tak was a fairly mew Soviet fighter
and was flown by seversl Warsaw
Pact countries. The offer to study one
was an opperunity ATIC obviously
could not refuse. [
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