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O n January 5, 1967, a sister-ship of our museumôs 
Lockheed A-12 (Article 131) was returning from a 

training flight to the now well-known CIAôs advanced-
aviation research facility base (Area 51) when fuel    
starvation caused both engines to shut down.  The pilot 
glided his A-12 to a lower altitude to perform a          
controlled bailout but could not separate his parachute 
from his ejection seat.  Walter L. Ray became the first 
CIA pilot killed in the line of duty in an A-12 aircraft.   
 
The cause leading up to the 
crash was identified as an  
electrical short in a fuel quantity 
probe causing the cockpit      
display to read more fuel on 
board than there actually was.   
 
Ray, ostensibly a civilian pilot 
for Lockheed, was in the midst 
of what has been termed "a 
routine test flight" of the very 
secret Lockheed A-12.  As far 
as the A-12 fleet went, it was 
relatively middle-aged aircraft, with 335 hours spread 
over 202 flights. As for Ray, he was a very experienced 
pilot, with a long military background. Of his 3,354 
hours of flight time, 358 hours were in A-12s. He had 
joined this project on November 7, 1962. 
 
The first aerial refueling, immediately after takeoff, was 
normal, taking on 36,000 pounds of fuel. After climbing 
and  executing a Mach 3.1 cruise for a while, Ray    
prepared for his second aerial refueling. He took on  
another 61,000 pounds of fuel, which was 4 to 5,000 
pounds less than he was supposed to get, as the    
tanker had insufficient fuel. Ray was planning to       
mitigate this fuel shortage by executing a fuel-saving, 
reduced power climb on the next outbound leg.  This 
tactic worked pretty well, and Ray was able to conserve 
enough fuel on his outbound leg so he was only a   
manageable 800 to 1000 pounds below what he should 
have had after completing the turn back to Area 51. 
Then, things began to go sour. 
 
Near Farmington, New Mexico, Ray reported he was 
down to 7,500 pounds of fuel, and said, "I don't know 
where it's gone." At that point in his flight, he was      
supposed to have about 13,000 pounds in his tanks,     
 
 

 

 

but Ray stated he thought he could still make it.  Ray 
radioed he was 130 miles out, had 4,000 pounds of 
fuel left, and was losing it at an excessive rate. Then 
5 minutes later, at 4:01 pm, he reported that the low 
pressure lights for his fuel system had come on.....he 
was running out of fuel.  30 seconds later he called 
and said his engines were starting to flame out. 
 
Finally, at 4:03 pm, a mere 10 minutes from safe 
touchdown, Ray made his final radio transmission to 
state both engines had flamed out, and was ejecting. 
 
The way the ejection system worked on the A-12 
was not as most people would imagine.  After      

ejection, the pilot remains 
strapped in their seat, and the 
seat releases a small drogue 
parachute to both slow and 
stabilize itself. Then, upon 
reaching some much lower, 
preset altitude, the seat       
releases the straps and the 
pilot is forcibly shoved out of 
the seat. After that, the pilot's 
parachute opens, and they         
complete their descent. The 
system was designed to    

safely recover pilots from extremely high altitudes, 
even if they were injured or unconscious. 
 
As Ray passed through 16,000' the system tried to 
work as advertised but something went very wrong.  
His parachute backpack jammed under the seat's 
headrest.  Why Ray couldn't manually extricate    
himself is not known. Sadly, Ray and the seat        
impacted the side of a mountain peak and was killed 
instantly.   
 
Walter L. Ray is honored by the CIA in their        
"Book of Honor", at CIA Headquarters, McLean, VA. 
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