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should only read this back-up copy if the updated original cannot be found at the original 

author's site. 

 

 

Standard Disclaimer                          © 1997 Dan Zinngrabe 

All of the information contained here is derived from open literature and private sources. 

Under no circumstances will the nature of those private sources (persons) be made available to 

anyone without that source's prior consent.  I will not discuss ongoing intelligence and special 

military operations if doing so will significantly endanger lives or alter the balance of power- 

unless those activities are of an extremely illegal nature.  No one is going to lose a job, pension, or 

LIFE because of a website no matter what MSNBC or CNN would like to think.  So you won't 

hear much about 'GRASSBLADE', 'ARTI', 'GHOST', etc. 

 

The TR-3A "Black Manta" 
 

In the late 1970s, the US Air Force initiated the Compass Cope program to develop a tactical, 

survivable recon UAV.  The mission envisioned for the Compass Cope aircraft would seem familiar 

today.  They are nearly identical to that of the GlobalHawk UAV, and in many ways the 2 aircraft are 

similar.  Boeing beat out Teledyne Ryan for the Compass Cope contract, only to have the program 

terminated soon after the competition ended in 1979.  Around the time that Compass Cope was 

canceled, the Air Force had several aerospace companies study an Advanced Remotely Piloted Vehicle.  

This would a "mid sized" RPV with limited stealth features and missions including recon, EW, and 

strike.  Soon after the contractor studies were complete, the Air Force ended the program. 

 

Beginning in 1978, Northrop began to study how to apply low observables experience gained from 

the Have Blue (and later Tacit Blue) programs to a number of roles, ranging from cruise missile carriers 

to loitering recon platforms.  A number of older studies of flying wing and span loader aircraft were 

dusted off and models were tested on indoor ranges to determine if any aircraft configurations had a 

"natural" stealth quality. 

 

The Have Blue program had left a very bad taste in Northrop's mouth.  They had nothing new lined 

up to keep money coming in, and the Lockheed XST had beaten their design by a considerable margin -- 

largely due to Lockheed's experience with material from the Oxcart program and the ECHO 1.0 

software package.  Northrop had little experience with the kind of computing required to predict RCS 

(ironically, Northrop employees started most of the world's major computer and semiconductor 

companies such as IBM) so they had to make due with trial-and-error and commercial radar absorbent 

materials. 

 

At DARPA's request, Northrop in 1978 began studying a stealthy radar-carrying plane under the 

Battlefield Surveillance Aircraft Experimental (BSAX) program.  A long and tedious design process 
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ensued, and at one point DARPA wanted to open the program to other competitors but -- at Northrop's 

suggestion -- did not.  If Lockheed entered the program with all of its experience behind it, Northrop 

would lose the contract and be out of military work for at least the early-1980s. 

 

At the same time, Northrop was working on its own to develop new projects that would be of 

interest to the Department of Defense.  One of these was Tacit Rainbow -- a loitering anti-radiation 

missile.  Another concept was the Tactical High Altitude Penetrator or THAP.  Building on the 

experience of Jack Northrop and a great number of studies from NASA and the Air Force, Northrop 

had been looking at flying wing "span loader" aircraft for military use with great interest in the late 

1970s.  Recent advances in materials and flight control technology made an advanced span-loader more 

possible than ever.  Missions ranging from super heavy-lift transports and tankers to intercontinental 

bombers were studied.  A separate group at Palos Verdes investigated the span loader as a stealthy 

platform.  A great deal of indoor RCS work was done on span-loader models in the late 1970s. 

 

Perhaps more significantly, Northrop -- in its time of financial distress after losing both the XST and 

Lightweight Fighter competitions -- spent a huge sum of money to construct several new wind tunnels 

and have them all electrically insulated.  More on that later.  Up until the second half of 1979, there were 

reports in the Press concerning the Northrop span loader work and a number of research papers and 

patents.  In the Fall of 1979, every one of them disappeared from the official Air Force records.  The 

only shred of evidence that there ever was such an effort -- as far as the Department of Defense is 

concerned -- is page 40 of "Flight Vehicle Technology for Aerospace Systems" 9
th

 edition, published by 

the Aeronautical Systems Division at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base.  That single page shows a 

diagram of the THAP (curiously labeled as a "photograph") and a small caption stating that it was 

studied by the Air Force. 

 

Here is a GIF of that diagram: 

 
 

THAP Analysis 
 

Sightings of an aircraft resembling the platform of the canceled Navy Advanced Tactical Aircraft 

(A-12 Avenger II) though with rounded wingtips have persisted since the early 1980s to the present.  In 

June of 1991, Aviation Week reported that this was the "TR-3" -- a classified tactical recon aircraft 

supporting the F-117A force with laser target designation and bomb damage assessment.  The article 
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also identified the "TR-3" as an outgrowth of the Tactical High Altitude Penetrator studies previously 

mentioned (see the graphic above). 

 

First, we'll do a little experiment.  This is something you can do at home or right as you're reading 

this.  

 

1. Say "TR-3" aloud.  You know:  "Tee-Ahr-Three". 

 

2. Now say "Tier-3" aloud.  As in "Teer Three". 

 

Notice the similarity?  The TR-3 designation is incorrect, and in fact was probably a 

misinterpretation of a source mentioning the Tier-3 program, which at the time the article was written 

was in its very early stages and had not acquired the "Q" nickname.  For purposes of clarity, I'll continue 

to refer to the THAP-based aircraft as the "TR-3" though. 

 

Late in 1996, I tried every open literature research source affiliated with the U.S. Government or 

DoD.  After much waiting, I finally got a response on an inquiry to the USAF Aeronautical Systems 

Center at Wright-Pat AFB.  I had asked for information on THAP, specifying the years that it should 

have been around (plus a 3 year margin of error) and the USAF centers likely to be involved.  I received 

from ASC several pages- the AvWeek article from 1991, and a single page from Flight Vehicle 

Technology for Aerospace Systems (a technology guidebook once published by ASC).  The only open 

reference to THAP was a diagram (see graphic above) that showed the inner workings of THAP in 1979.  

All other material on the program and studies that spawned it -- from memos to budgeting to contracts to 

research papers -- are not in the official USAF and DoD research libraries.  A great deal of them 

apparently were before 1980 indicating that -- like the Have Blue program -- after THAP became 

classified, all references to it disappeared.  This is a compelling indication of the "TR-3" being a real 

aircraft. 

 

Of course, one thing the Aviation Week article missed was that the THAP concept carried not a bay 

full of recon gear, but rather an internal weapons bay holding a Paveway II laser guided bomb.  This 

would discount the theories that the TR-3 is only a tactical recon platform.  It would also explain a 

number of things.  In the Gulf War, no intelligence even remotely related to such a platform was 

distributed the theatre commanders. It has been postulated that this was due to the TR-3's "take" being 

only distributed to F-117A mission planners.  Which makes little sense.  If you have good intelligence, 

use it.  Of course, several people working on the F-117A program at the time have conformed privately 

that there were 2 other types of aircraft allowed "downtown" over the skies of Baghdad during the war.  

And at least one continued to operate even during the overflight halt that resulted from an F-117A strike 

on a military bunker that was also being used to shelter civilians (which was probably an intentional act 

on the part of Iraq -- the Iraqi leadership has never shied away from using its own people as a "human 

shield" to protect military operations and intelligence activities).  There are other clues that seem to 

discount a pure recon role for the TR-3, and I'll go into those in more depth in the next update of this 

page. 

 

While the Senior Trend and XST programs were still in the black world, there was much 

speculation in the aviation press about the stealth fighter's origins.  Most of these referred to a program 

termed "CSIRS" for Covert Survivable In-weather Recon/Strike.  Where this designation came from 

and whether such a program even existed has so far eluded my efforts.  However, it would seem to 

describe the THAP fairly well -- a recon AND strike aircraft.  It is possible that this was to be a 

companion system to both the F-117A and TR-1 -- much like the structure of DARPA/DARO's Tier 

UAV program.  One stealthy system for denied areas, and another incorporating less stealth features for 
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areas with minimal threats.  Thus you have a few expensive stealthy aircraft and slightly more non-

stealth aircraft for similar roles. 

 

The THAP is obviously optimized for high altitude (50k feet and up) loitering over denied areas-- 

e.g., hanging out over "SAM City".  This would suggest a recon role.  Pure strike aircraft are designed to 

get in and out fast to minimize exposure to enemy air defenses.  Recon aircraft typically go one of 2 

ways.  Fast in and out, like the SR-71 and Aurora.  Or long time over target to keep an eye on movement 

of the target and collect more data.  Anything that has to hang around Indian Country will be designed 

with stealth in mind.  It's real bad for morale to be a sitting duck over thick AAA defenses and getting 

your recon platform shot down is bad for PR, not to mention you will probably never see the take from 

that mission.  The THAP is optimized for low observables (using off-the-shelf technology, no less) and 

would cruise at the uppermost reaches of the threat envelopes of SAMs.  Only a few Soviet SAM system 

can reliably hit something above 45k-50k feet -- the SA-10, SA-12, SA-5, and SA-2.  But even those 

systems are only marginally effective at that altitude.  And the small amount of radar energy reaching up 

there doesn't exactly help the SAM hit its target.  So the chances of bringing down a THAP or TR-3 at 

mission altitude is pretty slim.  Reportedly in 1983, Northrop relieved a contract from the Air Force to 

produce 20-30 airframes under the name "Tactical Survivable Aircraft". 

 

Of course, this begs the question what-the-hell is the THAP doing with a single Paveway II in its 

belly?  The THAP may have been designed for one LGB, but it is much more likely that an operational 

aircraft based on THAP would carry at least two (what if one misses?).  Using LGBs from high altitude 

can be tedious.  There is a much greater chance of having to bomb through clouds and smoke, which can 

severely degrade the precision of the laser targeting system.  Interestingly, through the U-2 and TR-1 

programs, the Air Force and Navy funded countless studies of armed U-2 variants.  In fact, one was 

equipped with a Pave Spike laser designator on one wing sensor pod mount while the other wing carried 

a Paveway LGB. 

 

There are a number of missions that *could* be assigned to the TR-3 in wartime.  For one, it could 

simply be a system for attacking the same targets as an F-117A, though from high altitudes.  This would 

be similar to a tactical version of the B-2 attacking SAM sites as they turn on (similar in fashion to the 

PLSS program attempted on the U-2/TR-1, but canceled) or casing down mobile targets like C
3
I 

faculties and cruise missile launchers. 

 

It is also worthy to note a much darker possible role for the TR-3 -- counter terrorism.  In the late 

1970s, terrorism was turning into a major threat with the Soviets sponsoring anyone who didn't like 

NATO and needed guns.  The CIA initiated several major counter-terrorism efforts in the late 1970s.  

And of course, the fall of the Shah of Iran in 1979 caused terrorism to be taken VERY seriously.  The 

TR-3 would be an excellent weapon for monitoring terrorists and surgically removing them from the 

realm of the living.  A TR-3 could loiter over, say, a camp in the Sudan; keep an eye on Abu Nidal 

training his terrorist friend in the art of car bombing; and as soon as the National Command Authority 

approves a strike, light up his life with several thousand pounds of high explosive delivered via Paveway 

Express. 

 

Gee, do ya think I like terrorists? 

 

 

Sightings 
 

NOTE: A number of sightings have been reported in the Oct. 1st 1990 Aviation Week.  Check that 

issue out at your local library for more info. 
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Nevada (via Glenn Campbell): 

 

An experienced aviation watcher says that he and his companions saw an unacknowledged delta 

winged aircraft about 35 miles east of Groom on Nov. 23 (1995).  This was a triangular craft with 

rounded corners, as has been described in the Press as the "TR-3A".  The witness works for a major 

aircraft developer in California and says that he knows aircraft well.  He says the sighting took place 

around 7:00 or 8:00 in the evening (long after dark) as he and several companions were traveling north 

on US-93 for a visit to the Tikaboo Valley.  South of Alamo, they stopped to watch some orange flares 

being dropped by jets on maneuver.  These flares -- intended to distract heat-seeking missiles -- are a 

common sight in the area. 

 

But the jets themselves were not.  The witness was drawn by the unusual lighting of the jets.  Four 

had only a single red strobe on the bottom about midway down the fuselage.  About 4 others had only 3 

steady lights -- red lights in the front and rear and a white light at mid-fuselage.  The witness says that 

the Moon had just risen, so he was able to see the outline of the aircraft from below using low-power 

binoculars and looking almost directly upward from their location near the Pahranagat Lakes.  The 

planes with the single red strobes he recognized as F-117A Stealth fighters.  The other 4 aircraft had a 

distinctive triangular shape with rounded corners.  Both the witness and his companion (also an aviation 

worker) insist that these aircraft were not B-2s (the only acknowledged craft in the U.S. arsenal that 

resembles that shape). 

 

[Stealthskater note:  obviously this begs the question are the Black Triangles/Flying Triangles 

reported today as "UFOs" these type of experimental craft?  If so, what is the source of their 

amazing seemingly propellent-less propulsion system?  Also a recent (possible 

disinformation) story that the original Roswell craft resembled these TR-3A "Black Manta" 

craft.  Read the "Andrews_02" file at => doc   pdf   URL-doc   URL-pdf  ] 

 

From an anonymous observer: 

(Feb. 1995) 

 

While driving North on 95 between Goldfield and Tonopah, I watched 2 lights grew or off white 

triangular aircraft in formation with 2 F-117A aircraft, one of which was painted and grew visibly darker 

than the 2 bogies but not black like the other F-117A.  None of the planes had strobes or collision lights 

on and this was around the time the Sun was setting.  I would guess their altitude as about 2000' AGL 

and I could make out what I though were white tiles around the weapons bay and gear doors of the black 

F-117A and one of the bogies, and both bogies seemed to have slightly darker leading edges and control 

surfaces, with a scorched-looking panel on the belly between the tails.  The flight turned east toward the 

Nellis Range.  I had a very brief glimpse of to bogies exhausts before I had to bring my attention back to 

the road. 

 

Crashes 

Nevada    (November 1987) 

 

An unknown aircraft crashed within the boundaries of the Nellis Range/Nevada Test Site.  Few 

details are known other than it was NOT an F-117A.  Private sources have indicated that it was a 

Northrop aircraft either involved in B-2A development work or associated with the Tactical Survivable 

Aircraft program. 

 

United Kingdom ("Boscombe Down Incident") 
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Recently there has been renewed attention concerning the events that transpired at the Boscombe 

Down base in the UK on the 26th of September, 1994.  In light of this, I dug a bit deeper into my 

sources and methods to re-examine the reports.  What I found has confirmed my earlier research. 

 

The Official Ministry of Defense Story- 

A British Tornado testing a towed radar decoy fouled the retraction mechanism in 

flight and landed with the towed decoy deployed, causing a "major drama" as the details 

of the decoy were sensitive and the Tornado experienced trouble on landing as well.  The 

extreme security was to protect the security of the decoy system.   

 

The scaffold-like structure seen after the accident was a helicopter landing platform 

recently delivered to the base. 

 

Of course, this story doesn't hold water at all.  In 1994, there indeed was a UK aerial decoy program 

undergoing tests involving the Tornado -- in fact, the UK's ONLY towed decoy (and it is anything BUT 

secret, and no sources in the US or UK have alluded to a "secret" decoy).  The GEC-Marconi Ariel 

Airborne Towed Radar Decoy was developed in the 1980s to protect military aircraft against radar 

threats such as SAMs and air-to-air missiles.  In 1991, it was pressed into service on Nimrod aircraft 

after a short testing period, and at the time had been tested only on the Buccaneer and a Jetstream.  In 

1994-1995, testing on Tornados was conducted.  And in 1996, it was tested operationally in Bosnia on 

Tornados. 

 

Interestingly, all of the flight tests on Tornados were conducted in the U.S. from Holloman AFB and 

on the Nellis AFB range.  So the story of the towed decoy being tested on a Tornado in the UK during 

1994 is fishy.  But it gets better.  Ariel can be attached to aircraft and deployed in several ways, differing 

with each type of aircraft.  Larger aircraft such as the Nimrod are equipped with the means to recover 

the decoy in flight.  Smaller aircraft -- the Tornado in particular -- use a kit to attach the decoy to the 

existing chaff countermeasures system and have no winch system.  The decoy is separated by explosives 

at the end of the mission and is thus disposed of.  It is fairly inconceivable how the decoy could remain 

attached.  It can be separated at the end of the cable, two ways at the point which it attaches to the BOZ 

chaff pod, or the wing mounted chaff pod can be jettisoned entirely.  So the Tornado story just didn't 

make much sense. 

 

An Observer Reports 

 

If you've read this far, you have probably read most of the stories concerning the incident at 

Boscombe Down, so I won't repeat them verbatim here.  I have a source that was on the flight line after 

the accident, and this is what he has related to me (1-1/2 years after the event). 

 

The aircraft was a "Stealth bomber" when I pressed for details.  He stated that it was of a type similar 

to the B-2 but about the size of a Tornado.  The accident had occurred on landing, and he had overhead a 

discussion concerning an electrical and hydraulic failure.  On landing the nose gear failed, pushing the 

nose into the runway but surprisingly doing little damage to the aircraft.  The aircraft had twin tails 

located outboard of the top-mounted "lumps", and little else was visible due to coverings on the aircraft 

to obscure its shape from view. 

 

A C-5 Galaxy transport was present.  Not long after there arrived a white airliner with a faded red 

stripe landed with a group of Americans.  A number of them were Special Forces types in mixed civilian 

and military clothing.  And there was a group of techs.  The Americans were lead by a man in a Polo 

shirt and sweater who came off as a tech and not career military.  My friend worked on setting up the 

inner security perimeter with police forces making the outer perimeter.  The American soldiers operated 
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as if somewhat confused, but acted only as muscle to help load the aircraft onto the C-5.  Interestingly, 

he reports that there was a burnt plastic smell, and large sections of the wings were detached and loaded 

into the C-5 separately from the "fuselage".  He could not corroborate reports of a forward hinged 

canopy, though he did catch a metallic glint from an exposed portion of the canopy in the closed 

position.  None of the Americans were armed. 

 

New Mexico (via Steve Douglass): 

 

(Radio intercept, October 18 1994)  

 

A C-130 out of Kirtland placed an HF phone patch to Edwards C.P.  The pilot (or whomever was 

talking said) that they had the crash debris on board and were en route to Edwards.  They wanted 

parking instructions and security to meet them when they landed.  They also said that the "leading 

edges" had been recovered and were on board as well.  Calls to Kirtland and the Pentagon got a 

resounding "we do not know what you are talking about" answer.  But Bill Scott at Aviation Week found 

out through reliable Pentagon insiders that a "High Altitude Research Aircraft " had crashed on or 

around Wednesday October 19th South of Kirtland AFB (Albuquerque). 

 

These 2 crash reports are especially significant because of their dates -- roughly a month apart.  This 

would seem to indicate a fleet-wide aircraft problem such as a manufacturing defect or structural fatigue.  

The mention of the leading edges is very significant.  In 1968, AvWeek reported that Northrop had 

developed a method to use electrostatic forces to control the airflow over an object such as a wing, 

greatly reducing drag.  Essentially this entailed charging the nose or leading edges to one polarity, and 

the tail to another, so the opposite poles would "suck" the air over the aircraft.  Northrop converted on 

small wind tunnel with insulation to permit wind tunnel testing of this concept.  But it was never 

mentioned again. 

 

In the late 1970s as reported earlier, Northrop went to considerable expense to upgrade its wind 

tunnel and RCS facilities with electrical insulation -- indicating renewed interest in this electrostatic 

force concept and the likelihood that it was also able to reduce an aircraft's RCS.  During the 

construction of the B-2, it was reported that the 2 most difficult sections to manufacture were the leading 

edges and "beaver tail".  In his book Skunk Works, Ben Rich stated that he mistakenly received a 

document containing projected range figures for the Northrop B-2 design, which was essentially the 

same as Lockheed's ATB design (though very different in size).  The Northrop predictions were about 

10% over what they should have been which could be attributed to this electrostatic drag/RCS reduction 

system. 

 

During 1983, the Air Force -- without warning -- decided that the B-2 should be able to attack from 

not only the high altitudes it was optimized for but from nap-of-the-Earth altitudes as well.  This forced 

a major redesign of the bomber and a cost of well over $1 billion tacked onto the program.  Why they 

wanted to pay that much for a capability that would never be used and was essentially duplicated by the 

B-1B is mystifying unless, perhaps, a recently perfected technology was deemed crucial to the aircrafts 

survival in the assigned mission.  Sources close to the Senior Ice B-2 development program have stated 

that the "beaver tail" was a major problem in the 1983 redesign -- possibly indicating an updated version 

of the electrostatic force system had been incorporated after being tested and perfected- perhaps on the 

THAP demonstrator that supposedly flew in 1981 (there is a fair amount of evidence for this- more stuff 

to add later). 

 

And more to come soon........ 
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