Son of Cold War legend speaks at March museum 
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It's been five decades since his spy plane was shot down over the Soviet Union but numerous theories continue swirling around the final covert flight of Francis Gary Powers. 
Powers' son, Gary Powers, spoke at the March Field Air Museum Sunday to put that speculation to rest and champion his efforts to establish a national Cold War museum. 

"The Cold War was a world war," Gary Powers, 42, told about 200 guests during a lecture. "It involved efforts on every continent. The Cold War was a hot war. People died in this conflict." 

Story continues below 
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A timeline of U-2 pilot Francis Gary Powers' life is on display Sunday at the March Field Air Museum in Moreno Valley. 

Francis Gary Powers became the focal point of the Cold War on May 1, 1960, when his U-2 plane fell to a surface-to-air missile while over the Soviet Union on a nine-hour mission to photograph Russian missile bases. 

The younger Powers called the missile that downed the super-secret spy plane a "lucky shot," one of 14 fired that May Day. The missile exploded near the plane, creating a shock wave that blew off the tail and sent his dad plummeting to the ground from an altitude of 70,500 feet. He landed in a wheat field. 

Almost immediately the speculation began about what downed the plane, which was thought to fly so high it was invulnerable to Soviet defenses. 

That speculation included such theories as: 

A spy planted a bomb in the plane that caused the crash. 

Bad piloting sent the U-2 into a death spiral. 

The CIA sabotaged the mission to keep Cold War tensions high. 

Powers defected to the Soviets. 

A space alien got him. 

The younger Powers said the American government might have contributed to keeping the various theories alive to divert attention from efforts to spy on the Soviets, Communist China and the Eastern bloc. 

Francis Gary Powers was convicted of espionage and sentenced to 12 years in prison. Held in an 8-by-12-foot cell with another prisoner, he could read only communist publications. In letters home, he complained about the bitter Russian winter and despaired that he never again would see his native Virginia. 

"My dad never considered himself a hero," Gary Powers said. "He was a very low-key guy who didn't like talking about himself. He did what he felt he was obligated to do." 

Francis Gary Powers endured months of interrogation, often being questioned 16 hours a day. He was threatened with death. He trusted no one, not even the man who shared his cell, for fear he was a Soviet plant. He returned to the United States in 1962 when he was exchanged for a Soviet spy. Although cleared of wrongdoing by a Senate committee, Powers said the CIA should have been more vocal in his defense, his son said. 

"He felt there was black cloud hanging over his head," Gary Powers said. 

The elder Powers became a test pilot for Lockheed and eventually flew airplanes and helicopters for Los Angeles radio and television stations. He was killed in 1977 when his helicopter crashed while on assignment for KNBC in Los Angeles. He was 47. An investigation concluded the crash was the result of pilot error. 

An exhibit of Francis Gary Powers' mementos will be on display at the March museum until Nov. 4. The collection includes photographs of him on trial in the Soviet Union and in prison, excerpts from letters home, a flight suit and a piece of the wing of his U-2. His son spent years studying the Cold War and his father's role in it. 

He lobbied the Pentagon to grant his father status as a prisoner of war. In 2000, on the 40th anniversary of the shoot-down, the government presented Powers' relatives with a Distinguished Flying Cross, the Prisoner of War Medal and the National Defense Service Medal. He was also granted the CIA Director's Medal for "extraordinary fidelity and essential service." Eventually, the mementos will be displayed at a Cold War museum near Fairfax. Va., Gary Powers said. 

Vietnam veteran Dave Pirnie, of Hemet, one of Sunday's event organizers, said spy planes and pilots played a significant role during the Cold War. 

"It's important that people understand the sacrifices that were made by people whose work could not be acknowledged at the time," he said. 
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Malinovsky and S.P. Ivanov report the shooting down of an American aircraft, which had taken surveillance pictures of the disposition of troops on Cuba.
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To Comrade N.S. Khrushchev

I am reporting:

27 October 1962 a U-2 aircraft entered the territory of Cuba at an altitude of 16,000 meters at 1700 hours Moscow time with the objective of photographing the combat disposition of troops, and in the course of 1 hour 21 minutes proceeded along a flight route over Yaguajay--Ciego de Avila--Camagney--Manzanillo--San Luis--Guantanamo--Preston.

With the aim of not permitting the photographs to fall into U.S. hands, at 1820 Moscow time this aircraft was shot down by two antiaircraft missiles of the 507th Antiaircraft Missile Regiment at an altitude of 21,000 meters. The aircraft fell in the vicinity of Antilla; a search has been organized.

On the same day there were 8 violations of Cuban airspace by U.S. aircraft.

R Malinovsky

28 October 1962
10:45

No. 80819

Attested: Colonel General

[signature]
S.P. Ivanov

