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DODReads Executive Summary  

Skunk Works 

A Personal Memoir of My Years at Lockheed 

 
Thesis: From the development of the U-2 to the Stealth fighter, 
the never-before-told story behind America’s high-stakes quest 

to dominate the skies 
 

• Ben R. Rich: Helped develop more than 25 airplanes, notably the F-117 
Nighthawk stealth fighter-bomber, the SR-71 Blackbird, and the U-2. 
Headed the Skunk Works from 1975 until he retired in 1991. He died in 
1995 

○ Ben Rich: The Invisible Man 
 

• Leo Janos: The coauthor of Yeager, the acclaimed bestselling 
autobiography of test pilot Chuck Yeager.  

   
 

Skunk Works 

Why this book is important for the Military Professional: 
General Charles Q. Brown, Jr., the current Chief of Staff of the Air Force, has stated in his strategic approach 
that the Air Force must Accelerate Change or Lose. This sentiment is one that should be embraced by all 
services. Innovation and collaboration will be critical in the strategically dynamic and fiscally constrained 
environments of the future. This ground-breaking story of the innovators at Skunk Works in the 20th century is a 
road map for leaders in the military to follow. By emulating the attitude and aggressiveness of those early 
members of the Skunk Works team, the U.S. military could more easily achieve success in the future.   

                                 

 

 

  

 

 
 

• Clarence “Kelly” Johnson started at Lockheed Martin in 1933 and became the chief engineer in 1952.  
• Ben Rich began working with Kelly Johnson in 1954 and took the lead at Lockheed Martin’s Skunk Works 

facility in Burbank, California in 1975. 
 

 

                                 

 

• Project Have Blue was not well received by Kelly Johnson initially. In fact, Ben Rich 
recalls how Johnson stormed into his office with the stealth proposal, kicked him in 
the butt, and threw the paper on the ground – Have Blue took its first flight 2 years 
later in 1977 

o Have Blue paved the way for the F-117 

Ben Rich on left and 

Kelly Johnson on right 

Be quick, 

      Be quiet, 

            Be on time.” 

                      Kelly Johnson, aka “Mr. Lockheed” 

 

“This crap will never get off the ground!” 

          Kelly Johnson describing his initial thoughts on “The Hopeless Diamond” 

 

F-117 Nighthawk under construction 
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• Efficient use of existing designs to enable speed of production was one of Kelly’s hallmarks. 
• Over two decades before project Have Blue, Kelly moved quickly building the U-2, because he could use 

the same tools from the prototype of the XF-104 fighter – from nose to cockpit was basically the front half 
of the XF-104. 

 
                     

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

• Two years after the initial design, on a dry lakebed in  
Nevada, Tony LeVier took the U-2 airborne for the first time on  
August 2nd, 1955 – unintentionally, during a high-speed taxi test. 

• The design of the U-2 was stretched to the limit in order to meet the requirements set forth by the White 
House and Intelligence Communities to overfly current air-to-air and surface-to-air threats. 

o The engineers at Skunk Works iterated constantly on the design in order to achieve additional 
performance, in particular, lightening the design was of supreme importance – each pound 
saved equaled an additional foot in altitude. 

• Improvisation, imagination, unconventional  
approaches, trust, and cooperation were critical  
to the success of Skunk Works. 

• The lessons learned in the development of the U-2 
      were leveraged in the development of another aircraft 
      just a few years later. Only this one would prioritize not  
      just altitude but speed as well. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• However, the design requirements of the SR-71 were such that there was simply no way to cut 
corners…there was no off-the-shelf, readily available electronics – none of the standard wires plugs, and 
transducers commonly used by the aviation industry could function at the extreme temperatures the SR-
71 would experience. 

o The Skunk Works team had to innovate beyond their house specialty of cannibalization of 
pervious designs 

o New challenges of beuracracy and red tape were encountered and ultimately the Skunk 
Works team rose to the challenges presented by designing a unique aircraft, like the SR-71. 

• In the end, Lockheed Martin’s Skunk Works demonstrated the awesome capabilities of American 
inventiveness when free to operate under near ideal working conditions. 

 
Resources and Additional Reading 

1) Kelly: More Than My Share of It All 

2) The Complete Book of the SR-71 Blackbird 

3) 75 Years of the Lockheed Martin Skunk Works 

 

U-2 Dragon Lady 

“The higher and faster we fly the harder it will be to 

spot us, much less stop us.”  

                   Kelly Johnson on the initial requirements                   

                      of the A-12, the precursor to the SR-71 

“First you have me flying your…F-104, which has the 

shortest wings ever built, and now you got me flying a 

big … sailplane with the longest wingspan I ever saw – 

like a … bridge.”  

                        Tony LeVier (colorful language redacted) 

 

“I found thirty items to improve.”  

              Kelly Johnson after the initial flutter          

                       and vibration tests on the U-2 

 

SR-71 Blackbird 
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Thanks to Chris Mundy for compiling this Executive Summary. Chris is a former 
Commander of the 99th Reconnaissance Squadron and a retired command pilot with nearly 
3,000 hours of flight time in the T-37, T-38, A-10, and U-2 aircraft. Chris has also served on 
the Headquarters Air Force staff, routinely interfacing with the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense, other military services, industry partners, and Congress. This executive summary 
is composed of both verbatim excerpts and summarizations from The Skunk Works, by 
Ben R. Rich and Leo Janos. Chris can be reached through Linkedin.      

If your office or command is in need of one book or a hundred we would be honored to source them 
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