
R660

50r

'One of the most incredible experiences

any human ever survived, an exciting,

reai-life adventure." New rork Herald Tribune

pM

111

''^^Wj

"1

M
WILLIAM H. RANKIN

Lt.Col.,U.S.M.C.



I



What they are saying about
THE MAN WHO RODE THE THUNDER

"Graphic and moving^'
—Los Angeles Mirror

'Truly an epic adventure''

—The Ottawa Journal

''Fascinating. A refreshing and
immensely interesting book''

—Los Angeles Times

"Concise and well written . • . A book
that anyone would enjoy."

—Baton Rouge Advocate

'Top reading for the whole family"
—Utica Daily Press

'The story of what no other human
has experienced and survived"

—The Boston Globe

"Rankin's vivid and richly detailed

recital will stand as a milestone in

the literature and medicine of aviation"
»The San Diego Union

THE MAN WHO RODE THE THUNDER is the amazing but
true story of the most incredible 40 minutes in the his-

tory of aviation—written by the man who lived through
them to write this book.

Featured in The Saturday Evening Post

Condensed in The Reader's Digest





The

Man
Who

Rode

The

Thunder
William H. Rankin

Lt. Col., USMC

PYRAMID BOOKS, 444 Madison Avenoe, New Yirk 22, New Yerk



THE MAN WHO RODE THE THUNDER^
by William H. Rankin, Lt, Col., USMC

This book is dedicated to John Skorich
who was first and foremost a top Marine

For the Record

In writing this hook I have had the yaluahle assistance of
Mr. Harry Kursh, of Peekskill, New York. His unique talents

have helped me, especially with regard to the chapters dealing
with the ejection and captivity in the storm, to recall details

and clarify situations that otherwise might have remained ob-
scure. His abilities have given shape and direction to this narra-

tive, and I wish here to record my indebtedness to him.
I also would like to state that it is with misgivings that I have

accepted the title of the book, which was suggested by the
Publisher. Referring to myself as the man who rode the thunder
smacks of a degree of egotism, if not arrogance, which causes me
some discomfort. However, the Publisher feels that the phrase
has become associated with my name, and that it is appropriate
the title of the book should thus identify the story it tells.

W, H. Rankin
Lt. CoU USMC

A Pyramid Book, published by arrangement
with Prentice-Hall, Inc.

Pyramid Books edition: first printing, October 1961

© 1960 by Prentice-Hall, Inc.

All Rights Reserved

Printed in the United States of America



CONTENTS

1. Not by Choice 9

2. When the Dust Clears 16

3. Wings for an Old Man 27

4. To Serve with Advantage 33

5. Action in Korea 40

6. Devilcat to Fearless to Surgery 56

7. Fabulous World of Jets 67

8. A Squadron of My Own 79

9. Supersonic! 93

10. The Big Bailout—Takeoff 121

11. The Big Bailout—Trouble! 131

12. The Big Bailout—Free Fall 139

13. The Big Bailout—In the Storm 151

14. The Big Bailout—Rescue 164

15. Airborne Again 176

Epilogue: What Now? 188



... at last his »ail-broad vans

He spreads for flight, and in the surging smoke

Uplifted, spurns the ground; thence many a league

As in a cloudy chair ascending rides

Audacious; but, that seat soon failing, meets

A vast vacuity: all unawares.

Fluttering his pennons vain, plumb-down he drops

Ten thousand fathom deep, and to this hour

Down had been falling, had not, by ill chance.

The strong rebuff of some tumultuous cloud.

Instinct with fire and nitre, hurried him

As many miles aloft . . .

With fresh alacrity and force renewed

Springs upward like a pyramid of fire

Into the wild expanse, and through the shock

Of fighting elements, on all sides round

Environed, wine his way . . .

... at last the sacred influence

of light appears . . •

... a broken foe . . .

Wafts on the calmer wave by dubious light.

And, like a weather-beaten vessel, holds

Gladly the port, through shrouds and tackle torn;

Or in the emptier waste, resembling air.

Weighs his spread wings, at leisure to behold

For off the empyreal Heaven . •

.

John Milton

PARADISE LOST, Book II (1667)



We are proud of the accomplishments of our aviation personnel.

We are proud of their determination to remain, man for man and

plane for plane, second to none in the world. We are even more

proud that they do not seek glory for thendselves, but rather for

the whole Marine Corps . . •

General Clifton B. Gates^

Commandant, 1948-1951
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Chapter

Not by Choice

IT WAS A WABM AND
humid night in May, 1960; I was in my quarters at

the Armed Forces Staff College on the outskirts of

Norfolk, Virginia. After a day of lectures, research

and studying, I had been looking forward to a good
night's rest. I was about half asleep in bed when I

began to sense a stillness in the air. As I opened my
eyes for a glance at the window, a sudden flash of

pale hght painted my room an eerie blue. In the deep
darkness that followed the flash, I knew immediately
what to expect—a thunderstorm.

Like so many thunderstorms, this one came grad-

ually. Scattered drops of hght rain followed the

calm. Then came a little breeze and more rain and
more blue flashes and the nmibling of distant thun-

der. Finally, the breeze changed to a fierce wind and
sheets of rain lashed the windows. Bhnding stabs of

hght ripped jagged wounds in the darkness. The rolls

of muted thunder exploded in deafening claps, one
after the other. The windows of my room rattled,

the walls shook, the floor trembled.

I wondered how often people—even while safe in

the shelter of their homes—have been terrified by such

monumental fury, have almost been struck dumb by
the gigantic savagery of the spectacle. And I won-
dered how many of them realize that what they see

and hear beneath the storm is actually mild, com-
pared with its internal turbulence.

9



10 The Man Who Rode The Thunder

Less than a year before, not far from where I lay,

I had been forced to parachute into the very vortex of

one of the most violent thunderstorms ever to strike

the East Coast. Virtually stuck in its raging throat,

I had been a helpless captive, danghng underneath
a few yards of nylon, in a scene of pandemonium
almost indescribable. I came through it, according to

the Naval Aviation Safety Center, with the distinc-

tion of having survived the longest and most fan-

tastic parachute descent in history.

Since then, until this May night in my room at the

College, I had not witnessed another thunderstorm;

and as the intensity of the storm grew, I felt a pe-

cuHar compulsion to lie awake, as if to test my nerves

against the memory of my ordeal. But instead of fear,

I felt a subtle kinship to the storm, almost as if we
two had some secret between us that no one else on
earth could share. And suddenly, with unbehevable
clarity, I could see myself in the storm again. So
sharply stirred was my memory that the fresh details

of my experience sprang vividly to life—details I had
been unable to recollect (hard as I had tried) for my
official accident report or for medical investigators. I

knew then that a thunderstorm would never again

be for me a commonplace event.

It had been a clear, sunny day in July, 1959. I was
flying the beautiful, swept-wing F8U Crusader, a

supersonic jet plane, in a routine high-altitude flight

from Massachusetts to South Carolina. I was just be-

low the speed of sound and had eased past 47,000

feet in a cruise climb to get over an unusually high

thunderhead when my engine faltered and the red

warning hght flashed in my cockpit. From that mo-
ment, I was to have only seconds in which to analyze

my situation and decide.

All my alternatives left me facing almost certain

disaster. If I chose to eject, for instance, I knew that

I first would be smashed into a veritable tidal force
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of wind. Then, if I were lucky enough to siu*vive that

impact, there would be any number of other situ-

ations that could bring my life to a quick and spec-

tacular end.

Most importantly, I was not wearing the pres-

sure suit recently designed to bring high-altitude jet

pilots back ahve. For protection against extremely low
sub-zero temperatiures and the cruel eflFects of near-

explosive decompression, I would have to rely only on
my helmet, gloves, and an ordinary summer-weight
flying suit. I knew that all exposed parts of my body,

even my eyebalk, might be instantly frozen; and
from the spht-second of ejection, every organ of my
body, including my eyes, ears and nose, could be
severely bruised or ruptured by the extremely rapid

decompression. It would be a jet-age form of tor-

ture, which we had been trained to expect, but which
few had experienced, and fewer still had survived.

How do you ride out a thunderstorm in a para-

chute? There was nothing in the books about this. If

any other aviator had parachuted through a thunder-

storm, he never hved to pass on any helpful hints.

Not long before, a comparatively young three-man

civihan test crew had almost made it. Flying over

Texas in a supersonic jet bomber, they had been
forced to bail out into a thunderstorm. All three

floated down through the storm but as soon as they

hit the ground, they were dragged over rough ter-

rain and were battered to death. One of them smashed
into the wall of a farmhouse, a mile from where he
had landed.

All through flight training, whether as a cadet or

as a seasoned pilot taking advanced all-weather

flight instruction, you learn one thing about thunder-

storms: avoid them! Fly under them, above them,

around them, or turn back. But if you*re forced to fly

through one, even in the fastest and sturdiest of air-

craft, take the shortest route possible and don't try



12 The Man Who Rode The Thunber

to fight the violent up-and-down drafts, which are

capable of shooting heavy airliners straight up or

down at the rate of hundreds of feet per second.

Just be thankful, when you cannot avoid a thunder-

storm, if you can maintain some semblance of straight

and level flight and come out in one piece.

Knowledge of thimderstorms is essential in mihtary

and civihan aviation. Largely because of improved
meteorological research techniques and radar, since

the end of World War II we have acquired much
precise knowledge of how a thunderstorm builds up
and how its internal cell-like turbulence is con-

structed. It is generally agreed that the greatest tur-

bulence in a thunderstorm exists in about the lower

third, although the top of the storm may mushroom
out at over 40,000 feet.

While models of thunderstorms have been erected

in laboratories, no one had ever been able to describe,

through personal observation, the exact internal

phantasmagoria of a thunderstorm's principal ele-

ments: wind, hail, rain, lightning and thunder, and
the violent up and down drafts. The closest man had
come to such internal observation was a Promethean
three-year study (1946-49) which came to be known
as the '"Thunderstorm Project.'' It was sponsored

jointly by the U.S. Air Force, Navy, Weather Bureau
and the National Advisory Committee for Aero-

nautics. Involved were an intrepid group of volun-

teer pilots, who flew P-61's, Black Widow night

fighters, into a great variety of thunderstorms. They
made a total of 1,363 penetrations, at levels ranging

from 5,000 to 25,000 feet. The tremendous amount
of data they gathered led to many important findings

vital to aviation and meteorology.

Commenting on some of the theories produced by
"Thunderstorm Project" data, one science magazine

had this to say: "Regardless of how or when they

start, thunderstorms are something ... to respect
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They contain violence of more kinds than any other

phenomenon of weather/*

I learned something about this violence during the

eternity I was held in the grip of the storm—nearly
forty minutes or about four times longer than I should

have remained aloft in a descent from over nine

miles up. I heard and felt thunder and saw lightning

such as it had never before appeared to man. ( Iron-

ically, at one moment when I thought that I had
survived the worst of everything and would get

down alive, I was hit by a torrential rain which made
it almost impossible to breathe without sucking in a

mouthful of water. I almost laughed when I thought

of the possibihty of being found, hanging from a tree

in my parachute, dead from drowning.)

But after it was all over, after I had been rescued,

given emergency medical treatment and transferred

to the naval hospital at Beaufort, the subsequent

news reports led to a new sort of ordeal, one for

which I had neither been trained nor prepared. While
fate and my Marine training had not let me become a

freak fatahty, the press insisted on crowning me as a

hero. At first the journalistic coronation was amusing.

But it became annoying. I was not a hero. I was, in

the eyes of the Marine Corps, nothing special. I was,

am, and hope to remain a Marine oflBcer and a pro-

fessional military aviator who, by behef in and the

practice of arduous training and physical fitness, has

been geared mentally and physically to react to

every possible hazard and emergency, in war and

peace, with almost instinctive responses. I have never

believed in heroes or hero worship. I do not beheve

that anyone becomes a hero by choice. We are, by
circumstance, sometimes thrust into situations which
may leave no alternative but daring or prodigious

effort. If my battle to survive a unique challenge had
called forth "superhuman" effort on my part, it was
nothing more or less than that which could have been
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expected from many other men trained like myself.

Yet from all parts of the nation I was besieged by
every imaginable news and entertainment medimn
(except the Broadway stage) to tell, sell, write or act

out, in every grim detail, the story of how I rode the

thmider and siuvived. In keeping with the traditional

pubhc pohcy of all oin: armed forces, I granted inter-

views to a steady stream of writers from newspapers,

newsmagazines, newsreels, radio and television and
poHtely tmned aside suggestions that my life story

would make an exciting motion pictmre. After awhile,

it seemed as if everyone who knew what had hap-

pened to me, referred to me or even introduced me as

"the man who rode the thimder,'' I finally decided

to refuse to appear on one nationally known tele-

vision show, because I was warned in advance that

the personality in charge might attempt to exploit

the details of my experience for humor, rather than

pubhc information. I had also dechned all oflFers to

write a book about my "adventure.**

However, during the weeks I was in the hospital, I

received from all over the United States, and some
foreign countries, cUppings of stories about me. Often,

cHppings were sent by total strangers, sometimes

from women who, upon learning that I was not quite

forty but still a bachelor, blandly sent the clippings

as an excuse to propose marriage. Many letters were

quite touching, offering prayers, best wishes, and

tributes to the Marines; and these letters, particu-

larly those in the latter regard, I tried to accept with

humihty and pride for the entire Corps.

But as I went over one story after another, I found

myself growing considerably irked. There was not

one correct in its entirety. Many were completely in

error. I was quoted with remarks I had never made;

and other remarks I had made were distorted beyond

recognition. Nearly every writer erred on such easy-

to-grasp details as the times, speeds, and altitudes
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involved. I did not know, nor did I care, whether all

this had arisen as a result of deadline pressures, neg-

ligence, sloth, or just plain incompetence. But I did

care about the misinformation being conveyed to

those milhons of people, and perhaps thousands of

the nation's future supersonic pilots, who were being

introduced to the great and complex problems of

high-altitude, high-performance, jet aviation. I most
certainly cared, too, about the general neglect of

these stories to place Marine Corps aviation in its

proper perspective.

In the end, I realized that, if nothing else, I had an
obhgation to the literature of aviation to set down
aU the facts and to do so accurately. Also, it occurred

to me that my "adventure'' had provided an unex-

pected opportunity to present part of the story of a

unique Corps of fighting men who have played a

large role in the history of this nation's defense. Of
course, I could not and would not pretend to write

a history of the Marines. Instead, I could hope to re-

flect the spirit of that history by writing an informal

and candid account of my own microscopic role in

the modem U.S. Marine Corps.

If even a small part of my story contributes to a bet-

ter understanding of the Corps, or Marine aviation, or

to the literature of aviation in general, I shall feel

well rewarded for having accepted the challenge and
the privilege of writing this book.



Chmpter ^

When the Dust Clears

MY OFFICIAL INTRO-

duction to the U.S. Marine Corps was such a gentle

experience that I ahnost beheved I had enlisted in

the wrong outfit.

On the afternoon of April 23, 1940, less than a year

after my graduation from Langley High School in

Pittsbiu-gh, I went alone to the Corps^ recruiting

oflBce in the old Post OflBce building in downtown
Pittsburgh to be sworn in. From my strictly Holly-

wood-influenced impressions of the Marines, I had
expected a tough man barking orders at me out of

the side of his mouth; and when I found that I was
the only one to be sworn in, I became somewhat
apprehensive. But when I was ushered into a large

panelled room, a rather pleasant-faced Marine major

with a soft voice and serious, almost fatherly maimer,

put me at ease throughout. Gravely, he asked me to

rise, stand at attention, face the flag and repeat the

oath after him. Then, as if I were his son about to

leave for freshman year at college, he lectured me on
what to expect in the Marine Corps, how to take

care of myself at the Corps' famed *Tx)Ot camp,"*

Parris Island, and patiently answered for me what I

now realize was a peck of silly questions. But within

forty-eight hours I was promptly introduced to the

toughness I had expected.

About a dozen of us had arrived at a dusty, im-

prepossessing railroad station some fifteen miles from

16
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Parris Island. When we got oflF the train, we looked

at each other with an air of disappointment. The
setting was desolate. Beyond the Uttle old station

house, there was nothing but flat, swampy land.

There wasnt even a railroad platform. Suddenly,

from an oHve-colored, open six-by-six truck with a

tarpaulin cast loosely over its top, a Marine ser-

geant jumped out of the driver's seat and shouted,

"Fall inl** None of us moved. It meant nothing to us.

We stood staring awkwardly at him. Dressed in an
old campaign hat and raincoat, he looked crusty and
tough and strong. Shoulders squared, back stiJff, he
strutted briskly toward us, halted, placed his hands
on his hips and in measured words between clenched

teeth, he said: "Now, look, you guys. When I say

*fall in,' I don't want to see you move. I just want
to see a cloud of dust. And when that cloud of dust

clears away, I want to see four rows of hving statues

and not one moving. Now—fall inr 1 don't remem-
ber the cloud of dust, but I think even Michelangelo

would have been proud of the statues.

From then on, everything happened almost as I

had expected. Hollywood did not let me down. Boot
ca;np was tough. My drill instructor, a legendary

Marine Corps specialty, kept us hopping from one
activity to another. Repeatedly, we were told to be
proud. We were Marines. We were tough because

we were fighting men and had to be tough. We were
to ask no quarter, give no quarter. We were to be
proud of our buddies, our Corps, our rifles, our

nation. We were to be serious about training and
obey orders at all times instinctively. At first, many
of the recruits who had arrived with me found the

regimen hard to take. But I had truly enjoyed it.

In fact, so impressed was I that shortly after I had
been issued my rifle, I used my civilian shirt to clean

it.

The first bom of three children, I had always en-
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joyed a sense of competition, the tougher the better.

From the time I was a boy in elementary school, I

had felt self-suflBcient and resom-ceful, always man-
aging to do some work to earn extra money. I held
newspaper routes, shovelled coal, cut lawns, cleared

snow, delivered groceries and set pins in a bowhng
alley. In high school, thriving on competition, I ex-

celled at team sports and had done well in football.

After I had graduated, my football record attracted

several college scholarship oflFers. But going to col-

lege somehow did not appeal to me. I wanted to see

something of the world, and after several petty jobs

—on the railroad, in a carnival, and resort lifeguard

—I felt that only by joining one of the services would
I get a chance to see something beyond Pittsburgh.

I chose the Marine Coips because a neighbor, who
had been a Marine, fired my imagination with tales

of exotic and faraway places, and because of the

Corps' reputation for challenge.

Getting to be a Marine was akin to training with a

new football team; I had found it particularly enjoy-

able to watch as day by day more and more of the re-

cruits, their bodies hardened, stopped griping about

the vigorous physical activity and grew increasingly

proud of their ability to cope with the hard, some-

times harsh, training program and come through with

flying colors. Years later, I was to realize that this

sense of having survived an "ordeaF' together was

one of the principal elements in that nebulous some-

thing called esprit de corps, for which the Marines

have won world renown.

The basic objective in Marine Corps training has

always been to produce Marines who are individuals

yet smartly disciplined, physically fit, technically

competent, and thoroughly indoctrinated in Marine

Corps pride and love of country. But disciphne is not

based upon fear of overbearing authority. Through

intensive training and indoctrination, the Marine re-
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emit is taught to be proud of his team, yet have con-

fidence in himself. This is his discipHne; and even
when the last semblance of authority has vanished,

especially on the battlefield, his discipUne endures.

I remember a battle in Korea when an officer, with
whom I had been in recruit training, was severely

wounded. Rather than be taken from his post, he
ordered his men to carry him on a stretcher and thus,

going from battle station to battle station, he gave
orders and planned tactics.

I have seen this same spirit in the air, on the

ground, under all sorts of combat conditions. It is

military professionaHsm, which is what is expected

of all Marines, from privates to generals. Hence, it

is no accident that ever since the earhest days of our

history this nation has rehed on its Marine Corps to

remain a combat force of instant readiness, to be pre-

pared to walk, ride, run, sail or fly into combat within

hours after a call from the White House.

Marines understand this and because of this they

have learned to value highly the unique importance

of the drill instructor at the Parris Island and San
Diego recruit depots, the famous "DI/' At times,

overzealous DI's have been excessively harsh, even
cruel. I had seen some of this cruelty myself in boot

camp. I was a victim of it once when a sergeant in-

sulted me profanely and punched me on the back of

the neck. I had done nothing wrong. He did it be-

cause he disliked me personally. Enraged, I hit him
and sent him reeUng against the wall of the bar-

racks, blood oozing from his mouth. I was prepared

for the inevitable coiut martial, but when my officers

learned the facts they decided that I had been xm-

justly provoked; the DI was punished, not me.

Nearly every service has had and still has its dif-

ficulties with sadistic, overly ambitious non-com's.

Somehow, when it involves a DI, it becomes an oc-

casion for nation-wide comment. Perhaps some people



20 The Man Who Rode The Thunder

can lay claim to having eliminated human problems
—the Marine Corps cannot. It has always strived to

eliminate the worst and select the very best possible

men to be DI's; and there has been enormous progress

along these lines. I can see a tremendous difference

even now between the DFs of today and the DI's when
I was a recruit. But in the light of historical fact, the

progress has been even more remarkable.

Although its fighting tradition goes back to the

Revolutionary War, the Marine Corps was never

really a large Corps until World War I, when it

grew almost overnight from 3,000 to more than

75,000 men. The rate of expansion was unprece-

dented for any service. Under any circumstances,

this sort of expansion would have created a serious

training problem. But combined with the need to

train Marines for a new type of trench warfare—and
in a huriy, because we wanted to show our flag for

the Allies—the training problem was virtually over-

whebning. Unlike other armed forces, the Marine
Corps had neither the tradition nor the large ofiicer

body for quick mass training. Consequently, the

Marine Corps was almost compelled to rely on non-

com's, who were classified as drill instructors, and

they had to be given unheard-of latitude in their

dealings with recruits. After the war, with the ad-

vantage of hindsight, the Corps reahzed that some
of the liberties taken by DI's were unpalatable and

unsuited to the traditions of a free nation. Gradually,

the Coi-ps worked to eliminate the imdesirables

among DFs, but the tradition of the DI as the king-

pin in recruit training has grown vital to the Marine

Corps. Nearly all Marines I have known wear their

^'graduation'' from Parris Island or San Diego as a

badge of distinction.

Much of my World War II sendee consisted of de-

fending the island of Funafuti, in the Soutli Pacific,
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whicli was necessar\' as a stepping stone in oor ad-

vance north toward Tarawa and the Marshall Islands.

The Japanese found our presence (and our snp-

phes) on the atoU inviting targets for sporadic bomb-
ings. Compact as we were on Funafuti, I suppose it

was inevitable. There were many bombing casualties.

Being hit repeatedly but not being able to hit back
is perhaps more destructive to a man's equilibrium

than being in direct combat, where you are generally

far too preoccupied to become tense or grow fearfuL

In my years to come in the Marine Corps, I was to

learn the hard way that when youVe bus\' fighting

to save \x>urself you don't have time to sense fear.

Sometimes, after a bombing on Fimafuti, especially

after a direct hit on a tentful of men, the tension

hung over us hke a taut web which might go to pieces

at the shghtest touch.

While on Funafuti I received a field cormnission

and before I left the South Pacific I was to receive

others; but my fondest memor\' of Funafuti concerns

a lesson iu nobLlit\- of spirit taught to me by a native.

Ever since my teens, and throughout my career in

the Marine Corps, I have been an intense behever in

physical fitness. I had always felt that keeping in tip-

top him was not only an excellent way to stay

healthy, but it made me feel alert, often saved me
from boredom, added bounce to h\ing, and several

times saved my hfe. But also, ever since my high
school days I had learned that it was sometimes dif-

ficult to find a partner to help me enjoy some active

sport, like handball or wrestling or boxing. Conse-
quendy, I took to weighthfting, which I foimd in-

creasingly enjoyable. I didn't need anybody. I could
always make a set of weights out of cement-filled

cans attached to an iron bar and I could work out
in my own basement or back\'ard. It was also a com-
petitive sport. I was in competition with myself and
the weights, learning form, acquiring strength and
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deriving a sense of satisfaction in defeating the next
day or the next year the weights I had been imable
to Hft before. It was no different from a track and
field man competing with himself in striving to run
faster, jump farther, or vault higher. No matter where
I have been in the Marine Corps, from boot camp to

Korea, I have always managed to make or take along

with me a set of weights; and sooner or later Td be
in charge of a physical fitness "class,** centered on
weighthfting, including privates, generals, and Ma-
rine wives. It was no different on Funafuti.

On the atoll, I had made sets of weights by filling

empty five-gaUon cans witli cement, with metal pipes

for bars. Some of these sets weighed over 200 lbs.,

and after learning the technique, a number of my
men could lift the heaviest weights with ease. Soon,

the natives were clustering about our beach emplace-

ments or huts to watch our grunt-and-groan weight-

lifting sessions. At first they were amused, then

curious, then tremendously impressed. Most of the

natives were powerfully built; by comparison, some
of our men and some of our best weightlifters looked

frail. But after some of the huskiest natives had failed

to lift our heavier weights, although we could do it,

they became annoyed with themselves. They thought

only in terms of sheer strength, neglecting the fact

that weighthfting is a skill and an art which enables

the hfter to handle more weight than he might ordi-

narily be capable of.

Once, after a workout, I was wiping myself down
with a towel when I looked up and saw what
amounted to an entire village of natives parading

toward me. Led by Noah, a genial young native who
had been to missionary school and spoke some Eng-

lish, they appeared to be talking excitedly among
themselves. When they halted in front of me, Noah
stepped out, pointed to the weights and said, "You

lift. He lift. Contest." He raised his hand toward
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the group, and a handsome lad of about nineteen

stepped out. He was at least six feet tall, weighed
about 200 lbs. and was impressively muscular. Noah
said his name was Budda and added proudly, "He,

our strong man. He beat your
"Nothing doing, Noah," I said, laughing. "I just

finished my workout. I just took a shower. I don't

want to get all sweated up again."

I suggested to Noah that if a man were strong he
did not need anyone to compete against. If Budda
could lift the weights, he could and should do it

without me. Noah told Budda what I had said, and
the husky young man stepped up to the weights. He
bent confidently over the 200-lb. set and as if to test

the holding power of the iron bar, he lifted the weight
off the ground with ease. This kid is a brute, I

thought. Hell have no trouble getting that set over

his head. But lifting a heavy weight off the ground
shghtly, is not the same as lifting it, arms straight,

over your head. Perhaps overconfidently, Budda bent

over again, grasped the bar firmly, and quickly lifted

the weight to his shoulders. Up to this point, it was
easy for him and his compatriots applauded. Thus
far, no other native had succeeded in hfting that

weight to his shoulders. But when he attempted,

somewhat clumsily, • to lift the weight past his

shoulders and over his head, I knew he was in

trouble. Just as the weight was in front of his nose,

a critical point, he lost his balance momentarily; it

was enough to destroy his lifting capacity. He
grunted, groaned, gritted his teeth but could not lift

it above the level of his eyes. If he had known the

art of splitting— a, simultaneous motion of Hfting the

weight straight up, dropping down and scissoring

your feet fore and aft—he would undoubtedly have
lifted the weight as if it were paper.

Budda, his face a mask of disappointment but not

defeat, returned the weight slowly to tlie ground; it
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would have been embarrassing to let it crash. Ab-
ruptly, the natives stopped chattering. They widened
their circle about him, as if the added space would
help. Now it was a tense, hushed arena. The only

soimds came from the gently swaying palm leaves

in the coconut trees, and Budda's heavy breathing.

Budda, of coinrse, was going to try again. It was
imderstood. Grimly, he studied the weight for a few
moments, wiped his palms against his bulging thighs,

and picked up the weight. This time his actions were
slower, more dehberate, as though he had learned

something new. But again he failed, again he care-

fully placed the weight down. Now I knew he would
never make it. He had sapped the peak of his strength.

On his third attempt, he circled the weight several

times, as if he were seeking some secret, or some
concealed grip that might enable him to do what
his friends had told him we Marines had been doing

with ease. I could see that Budda was disturbed,

under pressure. His pride was at stake, and so was
the honor of his village. But his third try was even

more futile. Nobody had to say anything. Budda
was finished. But was he a failure? Not at all. Could
the Marine oflBcer lift the same weight above his

head? Let's see him try. Noah, the spokesman, was
persistent.

I knew I could do it easily. But I was not anxious.

What if my feat were to embarrass Budda deeply?

Would I be making an enemy whose customs might

perhaps cause him to exact retribution for his cha-

grin? But from their faces and Noah's harangue I re-

aUzed that more than my reputation was at stake. I

was the entire U.S. Marine Corps. If there were
honor in the Marines, I would at least try. While

Noah was still talking, I decided to do it and quickly,

dramatically—painlessly, for them. I threw my towel

to the ground, paced quickly up to the weight,

grabbed the bar, lifted it swiftly to my shoulders,
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split, slammed the weight over my head, jumped
erect, placed it behind my neck, did a knee bend
with the weight on my shoulders, shot upright again,

shoved the weight over my head once more, and
briskly returned it to the ground. The natives were
utterly flabbergasted. To all outward appearances,

Budda and I were evenly matched. I was almost as

youthful as Budda, almost as tail, and of equally

sohd though not sharply muscular build. The natives

applauded vigorously and I could see, like perfect

sportsmen, they were genuinely pleased. At least I

had made some new friends for the U.S. Marines.

Budda, however, walked away, as though in anger.

The following morning there was a visitor at my
hut, Budda. Arms folded across his chest, he stood

formidably at my door. We stood face to face for a

moment, then suddenly he grinned, grasped my hand
and shook it vigorously. He knew only a few words of

English but that, combined with sign language, en-

abled him to ask me whether I would teach him how to

lift weights. I agreed and we began promptly. First,

by simulating various actions, I taught him such

words as 'lift'' and "weight" and by sucking in my
breath exaggeratedly he quickly got the verb "to

breathe." On the weights, I began with 100-lb. sets

in order to teach him proper breathing and form.

He came almost daily for a lesson, and in six weeks,

by means of the unique language between us, he

learned how to place a 200-lb. weight over his head
exactly as I had done on that fateful day in his life.

He had, indeed, learned so well and was so powerful

that I think he could have beaten me lq competition.

As a token of his gratitude, Budda taught me how to

climb coconut trees ia my bare feet, and how to

sldn dive. For diving, he taught me to breathe rap-

idly many times before going in. Today, this is

known as hyperventilation among skin divers and
pilots.
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One day, someone thought it would be a good
idea to hold a field event, a sort of Funafuti Olympics,
Marines vs. Natives. Weightlifting, racing, jumping
and swimming were to be the principal events. When
the day came, it was a gala occasion. Everyone had
fun, the spirit was good, the sportsmanship excel-

lent, the winners and losers about equal on both

sides.

Then came the final main event, weightlifting;

Budda vs. Rankin. The winner would simply be the

one who could hft the heaviest weight above his

head. I was to try first, then Budda. Each time we
succeeded in lifting the weight, an additional five

poimds would be added to the bar. (I now had ac-

quired a set of York barbells.) After we had passed

the 200-lb. mark, the spectators watched tensely, for

the chmax would now come at any moment. Although

I now felt I could beat Budda, the thought of doing

it somehow made me feel sad. Finally, though, I

failed to lift a weight. By this time I knew Budda's

capabihty, felt certain that he could lift the same
weight, and would beat me. He grasped the cross-

bar, lifted it easily to his chest—and could get it no
further—or so it seemed to the spectators. The com-
petition was declared a tie. But I knew better; I knew
that Budda had purposely decHned to "disgrace'' his

teacher. This simple native had demonstrated a deU-

cacy of feehng that is too often missing in the civ-

ilized portions of the world.
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Wings for

an Old Man

I FELT A LITTLE SAD

when we left the island of Funafuti. But I felt even

worse when I learned that my outfit was destined

for a rest camp in the Hawaiian Islands. I knew that

most of the men needed the rest camp. For many of

them being on Fimafuti had not been easy. I had
seen many men lose their minds, especially after

some frightful bombing, such as the time a bomb
landed among a group of sailors, splattering their

bodies all over the trees. It was terrible to see some-

thing like that and not be able to find emotional re-

lease in fighting back.

But for me it was even more disconsoling to end
up in a rest camp because I knew that having been
out in the South Pacific more than two years many
of us might also be returned to the States imder a

mandatory rotation rule, perhaps permanently ruin-

ing our chances of getting into the war again, and
like most Marines I wanted to stay in combat. There-

fore, as soon as we arrived in Hawaii, I appHed for

assignment to a fleet gunnery school in Honolulu,

hoping that after completing the course, as an oflBcer

now trained in the newest weapons, Td be sent out

to join a Marine combat group. But after six weeks
in gunnery school, I was swept up in the mandatory
rotation and returned to Camp Lejeune in North
Carolina. I had been made an instructor in machine
gim tactics.

27
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My heart sank. There appeared now to be only one
way left open to me—flyingi The war was in full

swing. The Mariannas campaign was on. We were
still a long way from the much talked-about in-

vasion of Japan. The word had gone out that young
oflBcers were wanted for flight training.

Some months earher, I had appHed for flight

training but with not much hope because I was an

oflBcer, and also because I was now more than twenty-

four years of age, an old man compared with the

eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds almost exclusively

accepted for such training. But physically I felt that

I could match the best of the teenagers and come
out on top. Now I did everything possible to press

my flight-training appHcation, and finally in the sum-
mer of 1945 I received orders to report to flight

school at Dallas, Texas. But shortly after I had begun
flight training, the atomic bomb was dropped on
Hiroshima and we knew that the war was all but

over. And as soon as it was over, there was a mass
exodus from the service. I had to make a decision:

Go home with the others? Or stick it out, get my
wings, and perhaps make a career as a Marine avia-

tor?

Luckily, in flight training I had met my closest

friend, John Skorich, also a Marine. I had first met
John in the summer of 1940, when he and I had tried

out for the Marine Corps rifle team. We liked each

other instinctively and thereafter arranged to bunk
together in the barracks. Whenever we were separa-

ted by duty, we maintained a relentless correspon-

dence. We once had a joyous reunion in Iceland,

after the ship on which he was being transported for

duty in England had been torpedoed and the sur-

vivors were brought to Reykjavik. We had almost

parallel personal backgrounds, and careers in the

Marine Corps. We were about the same age. We
both had received field commissions, and we both
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had sufFered frustrating experiences in attempting to

obtain combat assignments. John, an intensely seri-

ous, strong, good-looking young man with genuine
patriotic fervor, thought his world had collapsed

when during the war, he was assigned to dress-blues

duty as an embassy guard in London. But the truly

low, ignominious point in his life came when shortly

after he had received his field commission in 1943
he was assigned to train women Marines at Hunter
College in New York. He finally got out of that and
was assigned to a Marine detachment aboard the

aircraft carrier Franklin. In the spring of 1945, the

Franklin was kamikazied brutally by wave after wave
of Japanese suicide pilots. Hundreds of sailors and
Marines aboard the Franklin were killed. A sensitive

man, John brooded over the experience for a long

time. He wouldn't talk about it. Although we were
like brothers and shared secrets, I had to learn from
others that he had been decorated for his own un-

usual heroism aboard the Franklin.

Being able to discuss with John a decision about

the future was an unexpected blessing. We came to

the conclusion that there was a great and exciting

future in military aviation. In flight training, both of

us had found our expressions in life. From oiu* first

solo fliight in a rudimentary light craft, we had been
thrilled with flying. We decided to remain in the

Marine Corps and later, after passing college equiv-

alency examinations, we passed the necessary tests

and interviews for permanent commissions.

During flight training and afterward, our careers

continued to run parallel. We went together through

flight training schools at Dallas, Corpus Christi,

Pensacola, and Jacksonville. We lived together in

bachelor oflBcers quarters, went out together on
dates, flew together, did aerial acrobatics and dog-

fighting together and generally enjoyed an intensive

competition with each other. We received similar
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assignments and similar promotions on almost identi-

cal dates, up mitil the rank of lieutenant-colonel,

when John's career came to an abrupt end. It was
the darkest day of my life.

I was on temporary duty at Marine Corps head-

quarters in Washington, D. C. It was shortly after

five p.m., November 5, 1959. I was sitting alone in

my apartment. A Marine Corps friend, Maj. Al Wil-

son, who had known John and I for years, telephoned.

"Hello, Bill. Have you heard about John Skorich?**

"No. What . . r
Al broke in. "John just crashed and burned at

McChord Air Force Base near Seattle.''

I felt the blood drain from my face; I sat stunned,

speechless.

How did it happen? I had to know the details.

John was the most selfless, dedicated person I had
ever known. If he could not have bailed out, it must
have been something drastic, or something bigger

than he. I was right, something bigger.

McChord Air Force Base is a major Mihtary Air

Transport Service terminal, where the large and airy

lounge overlooking the field is often crowded with

women and children, dependents of military person-

nel, awaiting transportation to or from a duty station.

John had gone from Colorado Springs to McChord
AFB in a jet to pick up a fellow Marine oflScer. They
had a flame-out on takeoff and John turned left

toward an open area, but sacrificed flying speed in

an attempt to miss the MATS terminal. The plane

stalled, crashed upside down, and burned. Too low
to eject, John and his passenger were killed in-

stantly.

We had often kidded each other about how, as

aviators, each of us would end up. John always said

that he didn't want to Uve to be a useless old man
and that if he had to go he'd rather it be in some
dramatic—quickl—fashion. Now he had had his wish.
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But what and how to tell young, sweet, lovely Pat,

the girl he had married, and had left behind with a

little son at Air Defense Command headquarters in

Colorado Springs? I knew Pat hadn't been informed
yet. The information about John had come in to

Marine Corps Headquarters over a special 'Tiot wire/'

Over and over in my mind I had composed the

words: Tell her quickly; no. First ask her whether
she had heard anything; no. Start by telling her there

had been an accident, and John was brave and he had
made the only choice . . . no! Ask Major Wilson
to telephone her right away . . . that's it . . . no!

I must do it myself. Vm Johns best friend; I've

known them both and had been fond of Pat ever

since John had introduced her. . . Then I realized

that she would be informed through channels.

I looked at my watch and suddenly realized that I

had been deliberating for nearly half an hour. Just

then the telephone rang. It was Pat. She had just been
notified. I had to fight back the tears. I knew that

now she needed someone she could rely on to help

her arrange things for John and close out her affairs

in Colorado Springs.

Traditional Marine Corps compassion for a buddy
cut normal chain-of-command delays and within

hours I was in an airHner officially on my way, as-

signed to assist Pat. Having known him my entire

adult hfe, I felt that John would have liked a full

dress military funeral and to be buried in the national

cemetery of a city we had both grown to love, San

Diego. Pat agreed and seemed profoundly relieved

that I would take care of all the details. Her own
family was in California and John's was scattered in

several states.

I went to San Diego to arrange for his body to be

shipped to a military chapel there and for an honor

guard and a firing party. Then I went out to the Fort

Rosecranz National Cemetery to select a suitable
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plot. At the cemetery, I walked up to a picturesque

bit of high ground, Point Loma, which sweeps out
into the Pacific and from which John and I had often

watched huge naval carriers at anchor in the bay. We
had loved aviation so much that just sitting quietly

and studying the airplanes on the carrier decks was
one of the pleasures we shared.

Just as I had chosen John's plot on Point Loma and
had turned to go, a huge naval carrier, its decks

lined with airplanes, steamed by. It could not have
been more bitterly heartbreaking if it had planned
it that way.
The day of the funeral I rode to the cemetery in the

hearse. The fimeral ended in a manner befitting a

dedicated pilot: just as the last note of taps soimded,

a flight of jets from a nearby field blasted off in after-

burner, and streaked across the sky. Someday, when
young John is old enough, I shall tell him what a

man his father was.
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To Serve

with Advantage

ON THE DAY I RE-

ceived my wings at Pensacola, in September, 1946,

the Navy's famed carrier warfare expert, Admiral

J. J. "J^^cko'' Clark, the *'fightingest Admiral in the

Pacific,'' had been invited to preside and award
the diplomas. As they called oflF the names, a steady

parade of yoimgsters went smoothly through the

vmigs-handshake-diploma ritual. Admiral Clark bare-

ly paused. But when I marched up, he suddenly

looked at my captain s bars, looked quizzically at my
face, and said, "How on earth did you get in herel"

It had been the same throughout flight training.

Most military and naval personnel expressed smprise

to seen an "old man" taking flight training. True, I

had been in flight school while barely imder the age

ceihng for aviation cadets; but I think to most people

I looked older because—as I often have been told—

I have a somewhat obhque face, a square "sternly

set" jaw, and sharp blue eyes which combine to give

me a more mature appearance. But the question that

had been fired at me with monotonous (sometimes

irksome) regularity was: What's a Marine captain

doing in a Navy flying school?

Nearly everyone, of course, thought that there

were (at that time) such things as an Army Air

Corps, a Navy Air Corps, and a Marine Air Corps.

But they were wrong; there was not and never has

33
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been a Marine Air Corps. It is simply Marine Avia-

tion; we are all in the same Corps.

A little history is erJightening.

Even since ancient times, ''marines'*—by a variety

of names (Epibatae, to the Athenians)*—have been
employed by navies as fighting specialists, defend-

ing the decks, wading ashore into combat .Prior to

our Revolutionar\' War, the various Colonies had
supported their own respective navies, and marines.

For all practical purposes (now officially recognized)

the United States Marine Corps was bom by Act of

Congress, November 10, 1775; the law had authorized

the formation of "two battahons of Marines" who
were to be "good seamen or so acquainted v^ith mari-

time affairs as to be able to serve with advantage by
sea when required . .

.^

-After a troublesome and nebulous existence re-

garding its control, the Marine Corps, in 1S34, was
ordered to place itself under the jurisdiction of the

Navy. Today, the Commandant of the Marine Corps

is directly responsible to the Secretary of the Navy.

The Navy had begun to experiment with flving

during 1911. The next year, the first Marine, Lt. A.

A. Cunningham, was assigned to aviation duty with

the Na\y, thus marking the birth of Marine Aviation.

Today, all Marine A\iators are graduates of the

Navy flight school, and are designated Naval aviators

upon completion.

After graduation, the similarities vanish. To begiQ

with, while Marine aviation started shortly after the

Navy organized its own air arm in 1911, we have de-

veloped our ON^-n traditions and post-graduate train-

ing techniques. A Marine aviator is first and foremost

* Pierce, PhiBp N. and Hou^ Frank O., The Compact
History of the United States Marine Corps, New York: Haw-
thom Books, 1960, p. 1.
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a Marine oflBcer, then a Naval aviator. If he has not

aheady had basic Marine oflScer training, he will be
sent to oflBcers' school at Quantico, Virginia. Con-
sequently, any Marine aviator may be called upon
to lead troops in battle, administer a personnel office,

take over a supply office, or command a fighter squad-

ron based on land or on an aircraft carrier.

However, with its own aviation, the modem Marine
Corps is more than a force in readiness. It is also a

balanced force. Whenever a Marine division goes into

action, it can count on the support of its own part-

ners in the air, partners who can look dovm from the

air, size up a battle situation quickly, and zoom down
to give them what we call **close air support." In ad-

dition, a Marine ground officer, unlike an Army com-
mander, can always plan his tactics without worrying

whether he will obtain the necessary air support, or

whether after having obtained it the support won't

suddenly be taken from him for some other purpose.

Hence, every Marine division has its own air wing.

A wing may have two or more air groups, and each

air group is balanced for combat, that is, will have
some fighter squadrons, some attack squadrons, and
so on.

The principal mission of Marine aviation is to sup-

port the action of its ground forces in any manner—
whether gaining and keeping air superiority with its

own fighter planes, providing close air support with

attack squadrons, or landing and rescuing with heli-

copters. During World War II, the Marine Corps

made intensive use of close air support. In Korea, as

I was to learn, we had shaped, polished and refined

it to a precise art.

I remember when we had received what I thought

was a rather unusual comphment for our proficiency

in this art. I had been walking down a busy street in

Tokyo, while on leave during the Korean conflict,

when suddenly a high ranking Army officer rushed
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up to me, grabbed my hand, pumped it violently,

and said: "You're a Marine flier. Good, good, good.

You guys and your close air support are great.

Great! Why, you know, just the other day I was stand-

ing in a foxhole and I saw you guys coming in so

close I thought you were going to take my helmet
off. Great stuff! Keep it up. Good luck.'' I thanked
him—in behalf of the Marine Corps. Then I watched
him walk down the street, shaking his head as if

still disbeheving what he had seen in Korea. We al-

ways enjoyed flying close air support for the Army
when possible.

In close air support, we do not speak merely of

dropping bombs or firing rockets to halt an enemy
convoy. Our art depends primarily on dropping

bombs and firing rockets and machine guns at the

enemy, so close to our own troops, that the Marine
aviator is virtually an extension of the infantry. In

Korea, I have dropped napalm (pronounced nay-

pom) bombs so close to oiu own ground forces that

the forward air controller would call me on the radio

to tell me that he had to take cover from the heat.

The sine qua non of the art is the speed with

which the aviator can work with the forward air

controller. In aU cases, the forward air controller,

who operates with the troops on the groimd, is also

a Marine aviator. With each other, via radio, we can

speak the language of the air or ground. We can think

fast and act fast and precisely. Many times in Korea

I flew close support without using a map. I did not

need them. Like an infantry oflBcer, I knew the

ground action well. I knew every little ridge hue,

every stream bed, hills, foxholes, fronthnes, and

could even tell whether an area had been recently

raked by artillery fire by noting the condition of

fohage. This is the result of watching the ground

action develop day by day.
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After I received my wings, I took advance fighter

training in the F4U, Corsair, the famed World War
II airplane with "seagull'' wings; then came an as-

signment to a fighter squadron at the El Toro, Cal-

ifornia, Marine Air Station, followed by training in

amphibious warfare at Quantico, where I was pro-

moted to major in 1949.

In June, 1950, having completed my Quantico torn*,

I was in New York City when the Korean war broke
in the headlines. I knew that the Marines soon would
be in it in force. I immediately called an officer I

knew at assignment headquarters and asked him,

since I was in transient status, whether he could ob-

tain a fighter squadron billet for me on the West
Coast. I was confident that by being on the West
Coast, if a Marine aviation squadron were to be sent

to Korea, I^d be with it. Instead I was assigned to

an air group operations office at Cherry Point, North
Carolina. A desk jobl

When I asked my commanding officer at Cherry
Point whether there was any chance of my getting

to Korea, he smiled. "Why, sure. Bill. A good chance,

if you can fly a desk out there. Sorry, but we need
you in group operations here."

I think by this time my trouble was that I had
been acquiring something of a reputation as an "or-

ganization man,'' that is, being a stickler for ef-

ficiency, planning, and pride of achievement. This

is not to say that I went around coimting paper clips

or making time-and-motion studies. It was perhaps

quite the contrary. I was and still am a no-nonsense

man. I like to organize any and all chores—whether

it's sweeping out a hangar or planning a ffight—so

that whatever is most important will not be over-

looked; so that nothing is lost, nothing wasted, no-

body hurt or killed on account of neghgence; so that

some petty, querulous ass does not invoke a techni-

caUty to make a puny authority seem Almighty. I
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prefer action over supercaution, especially if the
latter is generated by fear of making a mistake. I

prefer common sense and a little daring over red
tape.

I recall one occasion, when, as a squadron com-
mander in Cuba, I had made meticulous prepara-

tions to see that my pilots were fed a proper,

balanced diet, in which I felt it was important to

include many proteins and fresh foods, such as fruit,

eggs, milk, and cheese. I had arranged, in fact, for

such foods to be specially flown down from the

States for my men and had passed strict orders that

these items were to be on the breakfast table every

morning, without fail. But one morning when I

walked into the mess hall prior to a dawn flight, I

noticed my pilots were getting everything except the

foods flown down for them.

Walking up to one of the enlisted men, I asked,

"Where are tiie fresh foods? Where's the milk and
the eggs and cheese?

"In the icebox, sir,'' he replied.

"Why aren't they on the table?" I demanded.
"The icebox is locked, sir."

"Who's got the key?"

"The mess sergeant, sir. He's the only one's allowed

to hold the key and he's not in yet."

"Where's the icebox?"

"Back there, sir." He pointed to a huge locker-

type door in the kitchen. By now all the pilots and
over a dozen enhsted men were watching me intently.

What was the skipper going to do now? I reached

for a huge cleaver, strode over to the icebox and

chopped the lock off its hasp. I timied to the cook,

handed him the cleaver and said, "Get that food

on the table. And tell the mess sergeant to requisition

another lock and from now on be sure that fresh

food is on the table at every meal, or have lots of

keys around." If looks were applause I think the ad-
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miring glances of my pilots would have resoimded
thunderously. I was proud of them and I knew Httle

shortcuts like this convinced them I would tolerate

no nonsense where their welfare was at stake.

I had the same miHtary viewpoint when I reported

in for the desk job at Cherry Point. But by then I had
also learned that the quickest way to get a more
desirable assignment in the Marine Corps is to per-

form all chores, however unpalatable to your personal

desires, with maximum abiUty, without griping. I

did my best at Cherry Point and was moderate about

letting it be known that Td much rather be in a

fighter squadron, fighting in Korea.

This approach has since served me well on a num-
ber of occasions important to me, as it did at Cherry
Point, where it enabled me to acquire other flight

proficiencies, which I felt would make it inevitable

that rd get assigned to a squadron in Korea. I had
gone to Corpus Christi to pick up some advanced
techniques of all-weather fighter flying; then back to

Cherry Point and by June, 1951, I had received my
transfer to the West Coast, where I knew it would
not be long before I'd be in Korea.

In July, I was on my way to join VMF 212, a
Marine fighter squadron assigned "to serve with
advantage"—mainly dose air support for the 1st

Marine Division.



Chmpter

Action in Korea

I WAS LUCKY. I HAD
arrived in Korea in July, 1951, went into action al-

most immediately, and after more than fifty intensive

close air support missions with Squadron 212, I

hadn't received a scratch; although I had retimied

to my base a number of times with my Corsair shot

up. My log book shows that on one occasion, after

I had landed, the crew counted 132 holes in my
plane. For the first—and I hope last—time, my good
fortune made me feel a httle cocky.

Actually I do not beheve in luck, whatever that

might be, as much as I beheve a good aviator is duty-

bound to acquire proper skills through sedulous

training and then to make the most of his talents by
keeping physically fit. Accordingly, after I had heard

that one of my buddies, Lt. Tom Horgan, had been
shot down and was in the hospital, I went to visit

him. At his bedside, we talked about the situation

he had been in and what he might have done at the

time to avoid getting hit. We ended, as I had an-

ticipated, in a hot but good natured debate on tactics.

Repeatedly emphasizing my point, I said: "Tom, if

you were a good tactician you wouldn't have been
hit. You wouldn't have had to bail out. You wouldn't

be here, flat on yom- back. Your tactics were wrong.

Poor, poor tactics, that's alll

The next time I saw Tom I could wish only that I

had kept my big mouth shut.

40
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We had been flying from a field at a base known
as K-3. (Most of us had found it easier to articulate

designation numbers rather than Korean place

names.) K-3 was on the eastern coast of Korea, not

far from Pohang-Dong. Our field was near a lovely

beach where most of us went swimming when off

duty.

I was the squadron's operations officer. Among
other things, this meant I was in charge of flight

schedules and flight training. While we were always

available for special sorties in behalf of the 1st Divi-

sion, we also—whenever the weather was, as we pilots

5ay 'loud and clear''—flew close air support missions

routinely, did a lot of armed reconnaissance hops, and
^H)ked for "targets of opportunity.''

When I rose with the normal reveille at 5:30 on
the morning of September 5, 1951, a few days after

my visit to Tom, I was pleased to note that the

weather was imusually loud and clear. A perfect,

cloudless bright day for a routine close air support

mission.

I use the word "pleased" advisedly. I could also

say I was happy. Frankly, I enjoyed flying and fight-

ing. I am, and I say this unashamedly, an old-

fashioned patriot. I beheve there is no higher honor
for a man than to have the privilege of fighting for

the land and the freedom he deeply loves. Perhaps

some of the patriotic passion of my good friend

John Skorich had rubbed off on me, but the fact

that I had been able to fight for my country while

doing the one and only thing I have ever loved,

flying, added zest and bounce to my hfe; in Korea,

the bounce was never higher than on a loud and
clear day.

After breakfast on this day, I led my flight to the

intelligence shack where, along with other flights

scheduled for the day, we were to receive a general

briefing. The briefing room was like a little theatre.
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In front of a map-covered wall there was a platform,

like a small stage, and we pilots sat in tight rows of

folding chairs, looking down from a slightly elevated

bleacher section. Sometimes we'd sit in the bleachers

to get a briefing, even if we weren't scheduled for

flight, in order to keep ourselves intimately famihar
with general battle conditions. Hence, when the

briefing oflBcer talked about such now-historic battle-

grounds as the Punch Bowl, or Pork Chop Hill, we
could follow his reports over ground we had learned

to know as well as the proverbial palms of om: hands.

On routine close air support missions, such as the

one we were to fly this day, many of us never both-

ered taking maps along, and the briefing oflBcer

seldom found it necessary to repeat the general

situation.

On this occasion, the briefing oflScer began briskly,

and to the point:

"Good morning, gentlemen. You all know where
the fronthnes are. The general situation remains the

same. However, during the night we received reports

that the 1st Marine Division, on its left flank, just

south of the Punch Bowl, has suffered heavy casu-

alties resulting from new and as yet undiscovered

artillery fire. Go up there and see what you can do
for them.

"When you get there call the Air Control Center.

They will give you specific missions. Before you go,

however, I want to point out that apparently some
new, hght automatic anti-aircraft weapons have been

moved in by the enemy. We have reports of heavy

flak, indicated by these red dots.**

He turned, pointing to the map. The section into

which we were to fly had been practically plastered

with red dots. Then the briefing oflScer gave us the

latest shackle code, which is something like a

password. On more than one occasion, the Korean

and Chinese Reds, having learned our close air sup-
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port techniques, would contact us on the radio and
try to trick us into bombing or strafing our own hnes,

or get us into their own line of fire in order to shoot

us down. Since most of us, in combat, found it ex-

peditious to dispense with rule-book radio communi-
cations, we would invoke the shackle code whenever
there was any doubt about the voice at the other end
of the radio.

Whenever the deception was tried on me, Td boil

with anger. I recall an incident involving a Korean
Red who spoke almost perfect English and was
pretty good at American colloquial. He almost had
me fooled. But there was something about the way
he spoke that alerted me. Apparently trying to get

me into his hne of fire, he^d say, "I need you here.

Come on over here." But he never quite pinpointed

his position. I used the shackle code. "Authenticate

Delta November,'' I said.

"What was that?'' he asked in a nasal voice.

"Authenticate Delta Novemberr
"I don't quite understand you," he said.

"You're quite right, you don't understand me I If

I could see you, I'd give you something to under-

stand." Unfortunately, I couldn't find him.

After the briefing oflScer had given us the shackle

code for this day, I took my boys to the squadron

ready-room, where I gave them last-minute instruc-

tions.

"Let's make it snappy," I said. "There may be lots

of work for us today. Well proceed as follows:

"As soon as I get airborne, 111 make the turnout

over the bay and well rendezvous in a left-hand

climbing timi. Well fly the heavy-side left formation,

DevUcat Three and Devilcat Four on my left. Devil-

cat Two on my right." This was a loose tactical

formation which I favored because it made it un-

necessary to fight the controls, as in a tight formation,
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while flying to the target area. I hked n(iy men to feel

a httle relaxed before the strain of combat.
We followed the coastline to om- target, about 150

miles north, and as we closed in I ordered the men
to form an "easy colmnn,** one behind the other,

loosely, a land of aerial Indian file with about 500
feet between planes. Then I called the air control

center.

"^Devastate Baker, this is Devilcat One. I am ap-

proaching your area from the South. I am a flight of

four. My load is Cadillac.'' Cadillac was another code
word to signify the type of armament we were carry-

ing.

Devastate Baker replied immediately. "Roger, boy.

Glad to have you up here. We siu-e need you this

morning.'*

"Glad to be aboard,** I said. "Got any good targets

for us?"

"We sure have. Proceed to the reservoir area and
give Playboy One-Four a call. Hell put you to work.**

Playboy was my forward air controller.

"Wilco and out.**

We switched to a pre-assigned frequency for com-
munication with Playboy One-Four and went over

to his area. As soon as I called him on the radio, he
said excitedly, "Boy, oh boy, am I glad to see you.

I*ve been telling these guys aU night, just wait till

I get some aircraft up here against that artillery.

Well clobber *em.'* Then he settled down to a more
businesslike voice. "I have you in sight now,** he said.

"Pick up a left hand orbit. Look to the northwest,

about 8,000 yards. You'll see a high, long ridge line.

It's about 2,000 feet high. YouTl notice that it runs

generally from northwest to southeast. Behind the

ridge line is where we think there's some enemy
artillery. They've been giving us hell all night. We've
got our own artillery but we've been unable to get
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at them because they appear to be firing from a

defilade position.

"Sorry, I can't give you much more than that. See

what you can do.'' His last words were almost plain-

tive. I had sensed that this group had suffered con-

siderable casualties.

"Wilco," I rephed. **Stand by. Well go up and take

a look."

By now, the enemy had been lobbing some small

arms and hght anti-aircraft fire at us but we were
at a sufficient altitude not to be concerned about it.

Nonetheless, on our way over to the target area we
flew evasively, zigzagging and changing our altitude

to prevent their getting a fix on us. The tactic was
routine, but some pilots tend to forget it in the heat

of combat.

Soon, I saw the long, high ridge line and could see

from the newly burned foHage in the area that there

imdoubtedly had been a great deal of artillery fire,

not from our side. I noticed, too, that there was an-

other long ridge line which ran almost parallel to

the one Playboy One-Four had mentioned, and both

ridge lines formed a modified V-shaped canyon,

about 100 yards long. If I were a foot soldier, I

would not have rehshed being trapped in that can-

yon with enemy aircraft overhead. But that was
exactly what I had had in mind for the enemy if

they were in the canyon, trapping them and raking

them with strafing runs, after biuning them out of

their concealed gun emplacements.
As I came around on an easy turn, keeping my

eyes on the wooded areas in the canyon, I saw two
huge puffs of blackish-gray smoke. Muzzle blasts.

No doubt about it. I had seen enough artillery fire

to recognize the characteristic puffs. I get a strange

feeling when I spot stationary targets. I know they

are at my mercy. I want to move in for the kill, get

it over with fast.
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I gave Playboy One-Four the approximate position

of the suspected artillery positions, in order that he
might locate them on his map and pass the word for

om* artillery to zero in on the targets.

"Go get 'em,'' Playboy One-Four shouted. "I wish
I were up there with you."

I called my boys. "O.K. You saw them. Down there

at the base of the southern ridge. Well bum them
out and work them over. Let's move in for a napalm
run. Well make the run paralleling the ridge line

northwest to southeast and pull out to the right."

I had ordered the right-hand pullout because in

that way if any of us were to get hit, we'd at least be
closer to our lines in the event of a bailout. As it

tiuTied out, I was to benefit personally from this

tactic.

I received three rapid "rogers" from my flight.

They followed me up to about 8,000 feet and into

position for the napalm run. Then I gave final in-

structions. 'Tm going to drop my bomb just at the

edge of the woods. Each of you try to drop yoiu-s

about fifty yards longer than mine. O.K. This is

Devilcat One—going inl"

I went in very low, picking up speed, and just as

I reached the edge of the woods I "pickled," pressed

the bomb release button on my control stick. I pulled

up abruptly to the right and, looking down, could

see my bomb land close to the edge of the woods;

and then I could see Devilcat Two's bomb land be-

yond mine, as planned. We were a team. I smiled

proudly, and I chuckled as I thought of those Marine

infantrymen who often called us "flyboys" and "air-

dales"; but now they needed us and we were coming
through for them. I could almost imagine them
standing and cheering us on as we made our runs

and they caught ghmpses of the smoke and flames

coming out of the woods set ablaze by oin: napalm
bombs.
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Just as I came around to make my second run, I

could see the entire wooded area on fire and hun-
dreds of men running, hke confused ants, some with

their clothes flaming. They all seemed to be running

across the canyon floor toward another, smaller

wooded area at the other end of the canyon, as if

attempting to take cover on the other side.

I called the flight. "This is Devilcut One. Let them
get into that other wooded area. We each have an-

other napalm bomb. Repeat the treatment''

But this time as we made our second bombing nm,
I could see a greater concentration of streaming

tracer bullets and round white puflFs of smoke all

about us. Apparently, they had anticipated a close

air support mission from oiu side and had placed

anti-aircraft gims on the ridge lines. Now the anti-

aircraft fire was coming at us from both sides, but

with both wooded areas burning and enemy troops

racing toward the mouth of the canyon to escape,

we continued making runs, firing our rockets and
20mm wing guns. We were chasing them up and
do\\TL the canyon. Meanwhile, I had called Plmjboy

One-Four to give him a blow-by-blow account of

what was happening. "Good, great," he cried. "Well
zero in and send some stuff over."

In a few minutes, the entire floor of the valley was
a veritable mosaic of erupting volcanoes as shell

after shell from our artiller)' poured into the canyon,

shooting dark geysers of earth and men and battered

guns into the air. It was mass firing. Perhaps every

artiller}' gun in the di\:ision had been given the tar-

get position.

Platjboy One-Fotir called back. "How's that? Are
we getting 'em in there?"

"You're doing fine," I said. "Keep it up."

By now the wooded areas had been completely

bumed away, and Plmjhoy One-Four had asked me
to count the number of enemy artillery pieces that
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had been exposed. I made a low pass down and went
in below the ridge hnes to obtain a count. Just then
I saw what appeared to be a 50 Cal. machine gun
firing at me from one of the ridges. I saw a few tracer

bullets go by and was about to pull up to a higher
altitude when I felt as if my plane had been jolted.

I knew inunediately what the jolt meant. I had been
hit. I went into a sharp climb and saw smoke coming
from the right side of my engine. I called DevUcat
Two.

"This is Devilcat One. I ve been hit. Join on me.**

''Roger. I have you in sight,"^ Devilcat Two repUed
calmly.

Then I told Devilcat Three to take command and
at that moment I saw flames creeping into the cock-

pit from behind the instrument panel. I could feel

intense heat on my legs, as though they were on fire.

Simultaneously, I started cranking open my canopy
and called Devilcat Two. "Im on fire. Oil pressinre's

gone. Im bailing out.''

I was in a shght right bank and normally should

have bailed out from the left side because the plane

would then be going away from me. But with my
plane on fire and explosion an imminent possibiHty,

I just leaned over and took the fastest route out of

the plane, over the right side. I didn't count as you're

supposed to. I merely sensed the proper time to pull

the rip cord and pulled it. When my 'chute opened,

I felt an enormous sense of rehef, even though it

jolted me so hard I felt as if I had been hit in the

teeth with a sledge hammer.
The peace and calm was uncanny. All of a sudden

the sounds of war, of roaring engines, whining bul-

lets, and exploding shells, disappeared. Floating

down, it was unbehevably quiet, almost pastoral; and

I was quite comfortable. Except for httle puffs of

white smoke coming off the canyon floor, it was diflS-

cult to beheve that where one might expect to see
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shepherds tending their flocks, men were killing and
being killed. There was a gentle breeze, and hanging

from the 'chute I oscillated barely enough to feel the

sensation of movement. It was radically different

from what I had expected my first bailout to be like.

Except for some bums and a severely bruised eye,

caused by the wind blast ripping the goggles from
my face, I was feeling fine and had time to think

carefully about my next move.
Below me, I could see a series of little ravines and

tiny clusters of thickly wooded areas. I figured that

I was about a mile or two from oiu* lines and after

touching down I would take cover in the ravines and
wooded areas as I worked my way to safety. I was
certain that the enemy had seen me bail out and
would, therefore, send a patrol to either kill or cap-

ture me.
While floating down I felt safe. For one thing,

DevUcat Two made wide, easy circles about me and
would take steps to assist my rescue. I learned later

he had scribbled a message on his knee-pad
("Doioned American pilot. Your area.'') and had
dropped it over a friendly South Korean post nearby.

I was not concerned about being shot down by
enemy aircraft. We had enjoyed almost complete
superiority of the air at most times. In fact, it was a

soiurce of considerable pique to us that the enemy
would come out to fight us in the air only when the

weather was impeccable and they were in a position

to scoot back to the poHtically endowed sanctuary of

Manchuria whenever it looked as though they were
in danger of losing.

As I settled closer to the groimd, over a patch of

trees, suddenly there was nothing gentle about com-
ing down. It looked as though the ground, with long,

mean shafts jutting upward from a carpet of green,

was rushing toward me at express-train pace. Antici-

pating the worst, I put one arm tightly about my



50 The Man Who Rode The Thunder

eyes, and instinctively covered my groin with the
other. Fortunately, I landed between the trees and
it was as gentle as if I had been merely pushed into

an easy chair. My 'chute had tangled in a web of

branches and this cushioned my landing. But I

wasted no time counting my blessings.

I released myself from the 'chute and checked to

see whether my jungle knife and my .38 Cal. revolver

were still strapped to me. They were. As I began
tugging at my 'chute to haul it down, not wanting
to leave an easy marker for the enemy patrol that

was sure to come at me, I heard a few shots and
looked up and there they were, the patrol, heading
for me. One of them appeared to be unusually tall

and long-legged and was well ahead of the others.

I wasn't too frightened. They were still perhaps 1,000

yards away and though they had paused now and
then to shoot at me, the distance made their aim
somewhat inaccurate. I was in excellent condition

and was confident I could outrun and outlast any
or all of them in a game of cat-and-mouse in the

ravines and wooded areas. I felt n momentarily pleased

with myself and my ideas about physical condition-

ing.

Through my mind flashed an almost identical in-

cident involving a fellow aviator, several years my
junior, who had scoffed at keeping fit. He was cap-

tured while fleeing an enemy patrol simply because

he had become winded from running and the patrol

didn't even have to point a gun to take him. They
found him exhausted, panting, lying on the ground

and merely lifted him by the armpits and carried

him off. When I saw him after the war, he had be-

come a conscientious adherent to physical condi-

tioning.

As the patrol closed on me, I ignored the 'chute,

reached into my survival pack for a can of water,

dashed into the woods toward a dry stream bed, then
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up and down a series of ravines and through clusters

of wooded areas. Sometimes I ran hard, sometimes

easy, and sometimes I slowed to a fast walk. I was
conserving my strength for a burst of energy if I

should need it. Finally, after about an hour, I felt

confident I had evaded the patrol and had com-
fortably out-distanced them. But suddenly I realized

I was confronted wdth another dilemma and perhaps a

more serious one. What if my own side did not recog-

nize me and shot at me as I . . . But just then I

had no time to ponder the problem and had to

resume my flight. I heard voices and the sounds of

running feet coming toward me through the under-

brush. That damned patrol had closed on me! I could

scarcely beheve my ears. I cursed myself for having

underestimated their abihty and endurance. I spotted

a narrow ditch, dove into it, and pulled some brush

down over me as a camouflage. Shortly, I could hear

them distinctly, jabbering excitedly among them-
selves. I felt that there were at least four or five of

them, walking around me, shoving brush aside, peer-

ing into concealed depressions. I pulled the pistol

out of my shoulder holster and thought "At least ITl

get a few of them. . .
."" But I also had hoped, prayer-

fully, that I would not have to fight my way out.

Although I had been an expert marksman, I was not

anxious to shoot it out against such odds. It would be
perfect, I thought, if I could remain hidden until

dark, then resume my escape in the protection of

night. But as I lay there I could hear the voices get-

ting closer and closer, and I could make out Korean
words and then, abruptly, through the branches, I

saw the face of a Korean soldier. He didn't see me,
yet. I didn't dare shoot him, lest the others come
running at the sound. I replaced the revolver, took

out my jungle knife and was just about to lunge for

his throat when the bushes partedly suddenly and
there they were—half a dozen men, their guns with
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fixed bayonets pointed down at me. After a few in-

terminable seconds of tense silence, I burst into

laughter. I could see the emblems on their helmets.

They were South Koreans! All were grinning broadly.

"Friends!" I shouted, and they reached down to help

me up.

Then began a series of incidents which were al-

most comic-opera commentaries on the grimness of

war. At ROK (Republic of Korea) headquarters,

stripped to my undershorts and a can of beer in my
hand, I stood chatting casually with some ROK
soldiers while a diminutive but genial medical corps-

man swabbed my bruises with bright orangey mer-

thiolate. The little brown-skinned man with dark,

flashing eyes seemed to revel in painting me like an

Indian at a ceremonial war dance. He swabbed
every little bruise on my body, even where there was
only a suspicion of a scratch. I didn't dare protest.

Swab and bottle in hand, he was an intense artist at

work.

But suddenly a Korean soldier stuck his head into

the tent, shouted some command, and everyone

around me snapped stiffly to attention, including the

corpsman, holding the swab and bottle as if they

were his weapons at "present arms!" Outside the

tent, I could see the reason for the fuss and excite-

ment. He was a short, rotund ROK brigadier-general

with a huge round head and massive jowls, almost

a caricature out of Gilbert and SulHvan. On his head

was a helmet several sizes too small, with a tremen-

dous white star painted across the entire front, the

whole ensemble pohshed and lacquered to a perfect

brilliance. As he waddled toward the tent I could

almost hear the boom-boom-boom of an off-stage

bass drum heralding his arrival; and perfectly orches-

trated to all this pomp and ceremony was his helmet,

which, perched precariously as it was, like a half
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walnut shell on a cannonball, rocked from side to

side, alternating with his waddle.

When at last he entered the tent with a flourish

of his hands, as though to sweep everything and
everyone to a respectable distance, I shifted awk-
wardly on my feet. I didn't know exactly what to do.

Certainly, I was outranked and this man deserved

a salute. But standing there as I was, bare-headed,

bare-chested, bare-legged, in jockey shorts, a can of

beer in my hand, smeared all over with merthiolate,

I didn't dare move lest I do something insulting

during this unseemly moment in military protocol.

But he remained a few moments only, exchanging

amenities, and saying that he had come to pay his

respects to me, to Americans, to aviators in general,

and to the '"brave men of the United States Marine
Corps" in particular. He was sincere and I respected

him for it and thanked him. But to me war is a

wretched, hard business. While there may be humor
in the relations between men who must fight in it,

I could never stomach the ostentatiousness of rank,

whether American or ROK. This just happened to

be the funniest I had ever seen, and it became next

to impossible for me to hold back a smile. I think

the toothmarks from biting my tongue are still there.

In the business of war I also had considered that

whatever I might do or fail to do, seemingly 'Tieroic''

or otherwise, should be seen in the light of a job that

had to be done, and if done well to feel proud; if

done poorly, to improve. I know that there must be

medals and citations in war. It's the human way, I

suppose; a matter of national, psychological neces-

sity. iVe always felt that if I were to receive an

award in war I'd just as soon get it via the mails,

put it in a drawer, and forget it. But the setting in

which I had been informed that I was to be recom-

mended for a medal for the mission of September 5,
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also proved to be a touch of the burlesque in war,
American-style.

It was a few days after I had retimied to K-3. I

was engaged in what was known as a "fighter pilot's

douche''—taking a bath in a rainbarrel. Standing

naked in the barrel—my head fully lathered, a beer

can full of water poised to pour over my head—

I

noticed a high ranking Marine Corps oflScer striding

toward me. I might have saluted if I could have
done so without drowning, but I merely stood there,

ill at ease, while he came to dehver his little speech

about what a "terrific job" I had done on the mission

of September 5. He said the intelligence reports had
just come in and disclosed that we had killed more
than seventy of the enemy and had wiped out their

entire battery of guns. Then he leaned over and
whispered, as if to let me in on a mihtary secret,

"Don't tell anyone I said so, but I think you're going

to be recommended for something big for this job.

In fact, I'm sure you'll get it."

I didn't exactly feel Hke laughing, but it struck me
as funny that he could not have chosen a more
decorous setting and appropriate time to convey

the news. At any rate, he plainly wanted to carry on

a lengthy conversation about the mission of Septem-

ber 5, but I evaded the subject. I was trying to

impress him with my own feeling that it was really

nothing, just another routine mission. I meant it, too.

I have no false modesty. Besides, the soap was get-

ting in my eyes. Finally, he got the message and
departed.

However, I was overjoyed at the news he had
brought. I did not know that the "something big" he

had referred to was the Distinguished Flying Cross,

which I was to receive at a colorful ceremony upon
my return to the States. He left me with the impres-

sion that I was to receive command of a squadron.

Something had happened to me since that first

tremendous thrill I had felt at becoming a fighter
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pilot. It was no longer enough to fly, to fight. I had
developed some ideas and theories of my own—on
how to organize a squadron, how to train pilots and
grounds crews, how to improve efficiency and per-

formance and get hundreds of men to Hve, work and
play as a team. I felt that if I were to obtain com-
mand of a squadron—meet its fresh challenge, suc-

cessfully implementing my ideas—it would, for me,
represent the finest hoiu" of my life and thereafter

everything else would be anti-climactic. In fact, all

my flying buddies in Korea used to say that the only

thing I hved for was a squadron command. Hence,
it was somewhat frustrating for me, during the re-

mainder of the Korean war, to find that every time a

squadron command was assigned, or rumors thereof

were afloat, I was left in drydock. My name never

even was launched into the scuttlebutt.

However, to me the most appropriate denouement
of the September 5 mission came a couple of weeks
later. During the bailout, I had apparently wrenched
my back more severely than I had thought. At first,

I had felt some pain but not enough to complain

about. One morning, however, I awoke barely able

to move. Getting out of bed was extremely difficult

and painful. The doctors wisely had decided to send

me to the hospital for observation, although I had
protested—back injuries being difficult to diagnose,

I was afraid that the doctors would invoke the rule

of caution and ground me.
They insisted that I go to the hospital flat on my

back in a roUing stretcher. I yielded to their orders—

and was sorry for it. I was wheeled into a large two-

bed room in the hospital and just as the corpsmen

were slipping me from the stretcher into the bed,

the other patient, also flat on his back, turned and
our eyes met. I felt like shrinking under the covers.

The other man was Lt. Tom Horgan.

"Weill Well! Welir he crowed; "if it isn t the big

tactician himself I Welcome to the fraternity."



Chapter O

Devilcat to Fearless

to Surgery

AS A MATTER OF
policy, one Marine fighter squadron of the Wing
was aboard an aircraft carrier at all times, and each
squadron took turns in going aboard. Although by
now more than sixty combat missions had been
entered in my logbook, I was elated to still be in

Korea when Squadron 212 was ordered aboard the

carrier Rendova in October, 1951. I was also happy
to have been discharged from the hospital feeUng as

fit as ever.

I had always enjoyed carrier flying—largely be-

cause it is a more diflBcult and challenging type of

flying. In carrier takeoffs and landings there is httle

room for error. That is why aboard a carrier, for ex-

ample, there is a speciaUst known as the LSO, land-

ing signal ofiicer, who has the extremely deUcate and
responsible task of guiding pilots in to safe landings.

(There now is a system used employing hghts, but

an LSO is still on hand for emergencies.) By means
of radio-voice and hand signals, the LSO helps the

pilot hit the deck at an exact spot in order that the

plane's tail hook can catch a wire, which in effect

"traps'' the plane, brakes its speed, and prevents it

from going off the other end of the deck. I have seen

LSOs deliberately cause a wounded or otherwise

disabled pilot to crash onto the deck, or even into a

side bulkhead, rather than let the pilot overfly or

underfly, and crash into the sea. Consequently, a
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carrier pilot must employ his best skills and shaipest

wits at all times. It was aboard the Rendovdy how-
ever, that I was to experience a landing while fight-

ing to maintain consciousness, blood gushing from
a deep wound in my leg.

In all, I had completed some forty combat mis-

sions off the Rendova, and these were among the

most exciting, most rewarding days of my life. I had
had the good fortune to team up with three out-

standing young men who were also bachelors and
would rather fly and fight than eat. Between us

there were enough contrasts to make the team inter-

esting. One of them, Lt. Alonzo (Nobby) Norbaum,
was a former football player from Los Angeles; he
was rugged but easygoing. From Texas, there was
Lt. Tabler, rough and aggressive; and from New
England, Lt. Dupey, fittingly serious-minded, almost

scholarly. By comparison, at thirty-one, I was the

old man. The others were in their mid-twenties.

We continued flying close air support missions, but

we also had many interdiction assignments, destroy-

ing enemy transport that moved by sea, road, air, or

rail. Our team had become rather expert in knocking

out truck convoys and bridges. We had developed a

particular enthusiasm for Korean roads because they

were so delectably narrow; in coming across a Com-
mimist truck convoy, we'd concentrate on knocking

out the first and last truck in the convoy. The remain-

ing trucks, trapped on the narrow road, could then

be thoroughly worked over. Rockets and machine

guns blazing away relentlessly, we'd work the con-

voy up and down until the trucks burst into flames

and exploded like a series of Roman candles nailed

to a long plank.

In bridge work we had become experts par ex-

cellence and were fiercely proud of it. We generated

a competitive spirit for bridge assignments, causing

us and others, including ordinary seamen aboard
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ship, to maintain "batting records," such as how
many bridges hit, how many destroyed, number of

hits per load. On more than one occasion, our team,
carrying two bombs each, got five hits out of eight;

and we considered that big league batting.

Whenever there was a particularly difiBcult bridge

mission, perhaps calling for the highly vulnerable

technique of relatively slow, low flying, our team
would eagerly volunteer for the job. We also volun-

teered often for pre-dawn or early morning flights,

which were not particularly rehshed by other pilots.

Once, we had volunteered to attack a dam that

was virtually ringed by anti-aircraft guns of the very

latest, highly accinrate design. Our mission accom-
plished, dam destroyed (three direct hits out of six),

we returned to the ship and a chief petty officer, see-

ing us together, rejoicing over our .500 batting

average, cried out, "Well, here they come, the fear-

less four. Congratulations.'' Everyone laughed, but

the name stuck. After that I was Fearless One, and
the others were Fearless Two, Three and Four. We
adopted Fearless as our aerial call signs and also

addressed each other personally by our respective

Fearless numbers.
On the day we were christened the Fearless Four,

I had to review our job on the dam and in doing so

suggested to the men that perhaps we had flown a

bit too low. I said, "Now look you Fearless, next

time let's have a Httle more fear and less gambling

with oin- hves. Not so low."

Shortly after. Fearless Two remarked that he

thought I was pressing my attacks too low, and if

I wasn't careful, I'd be shot down again. The very

next day he came tmnbling out of the sky and had

to crash land in the sea, a victim of ack-ack due to

low pullout. I flew cover over him as he waved to

me from his life raft. Several times I had to strafe

enemy boats trying to get to him. Fearless Two and
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Three escorted a helicopter to the scene, and had
him picked up. He never said a word when we met
aboard the carrier.

Whether aboard ship, or on a few days' leave in

Tokyo, the Fearless Four were inseparable. Ashore,

we forgot about flying and worked hard at having
fim. Aboard ship, oin: bull sessions nearly always

turned to discussions on flying and fighting, on
fighter-plane tactics, on physical fitness, on training

techniques, philosophies of leadership. I had always

argued that if a man were a "bom'' leader he needn't

boast of his talents nor exert himself to achieve

leadership. In military aviation, I'd argue, it was
more important for a pilot to concentrate on training,

skills, maintaining and improving his proficiency,

and keeping physically fit. (Of course, I did have
a set of weights aboard the Rendova and worked out

regularly with them on deck, until one day the

weights disappeared. I had always suspected that a

sailor, who somehow thought I was chipping the

deck which he had to paint and otherwise keep

clean, threw the weights over the side. But the dis-

appearance of my weights became the standing joke

aboard ship. Who threw Fearless One's weights over-

board? I never did find out.

On questions of tactics and other flying problems,

I had always been prepared to concede to what I

felt were superior ideas. But on the subject of leader-

ship, I was fairly adamant. It was, and has been my
contention that under proper circumstances, a leader

will always rise to the occasion, even when sur-

rounded by others of equal or greater talents, pro-

vided the leader maintains his equihbrium, makes
decisions on facts, fights panic, and remains the calm

nucleus in a swirling storm. Before long, while on a

Fearless Four "recon" mission, I had been thrust into

a position to prove my theory.

It was, as usual, a pre-dawn launch for the Fear-
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less Four, a routine reconnaissance of a river for the

interdiction of cargo-carrying vessels, usually small

river boats attempting to get by with suppHes for

enemy troops cut oflF from their truck-convoy routes.

Prior to our launch, shortly after a four a.m. break-

fast, we received the routine inteUigence briefing.

Din-ing the night, we were told, a dispatch had been
received from a friendly band of Korean guerillas. It

seems that there had been an imusual amount of

enemy activity in the vicinity of Haeju, a large town
bordering the Yellow Sea, just north of the notorious

38th parallel, the dividing hne between North and
South Korean zones of occupation. After completing

the river "recon," the intelligence oflBcer suggested,

it might be worth looking over the Haeju area.

We had had better-than-average luck. It had
snowed during the night; but now it was a crisp,

clear morning and we coi:Jd discern, on account of

fresh tracks in the snow, considerable movement on
the beaches and on roads adjoining the river. By
following the tracks, we'd get such targets as trucks

leaving small supply depots along the river or small

enemy camps whose positions had been revealed in

the fresh snow.

We were just returning from our target of opportu-

nity hop, when suddenly I heard a shouting, frenetic

voice on our radio channel: Look at 'em go! Look at

'em go. God, there must be hundreds of 'em down
there. They must have been changing It les during

the night. With all that fresh snow, they cant hide.

They're running around like crazy. We got 'em, we
got 'emi

It sounded hke one of the boys from my squadron.

I cut in, "This is Fearless One. Who's that? What's

going on, and where?''

The same excited voice answered, without identi-

fication, "It looks hke we've got a whole battahon of

'em. Nobody's leading 'em. They're going crazy.
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Come on over." He gave the position. It was near

Haeju, about thirty-five miles from where we were.

I ordered the Fearless Four flight into the position, at

full power, and we were there in minutes. By then

the air over the position was filled with another

foiK-plane flight from Squadron 212 and perhaps a

score of other fighter planes, apparently Navy and
Air Force men who had heard the same radio invita-

tion and decided to join up. Before long, it was
almost hke an aerial circus. Everyone, it seemed,

was trying to talk at the same time on the radio and
attack from every imaginable position. It was hectic,

ineflBcient, dangerous. I pressed my mike button and
spoke firmly. "All aircraft in the Haeju area. This is

Fearless One. Squadron 212, flight of four. WeVe got

a real good target here. Let's get organized. Tm over

the target, at 10,000 feet. Let's work them over

methodically. Let's break into individual flights and
establish a traffic pattern." Then I advised each

flight leader to take his flight to an assigned altitude

and await instructions. During the attack, I remained
at my altitude, acting as a tactical air coordinator

and, meanwhile, had called the tactical air control

center at Seoul, suggesting that this unusually large

target be kept under attack as long as possible; and
then I called the Rendova to suggest that every

possible plane be launched. All morning, planes kept

coming from every direction. It was, from the air, an

incredibly ghastly sight. Some of the Communist
troops were apparently so fanatically disciplined that

they refused to break ranks and nm for cover. It

was almost as if they were determined to show us

they were not afraid. We'd make strafing runs on
them and they'd go down hke rows of tin soldiers

and when the napalm bombs hit it was sickening to

see clusters of human forms curling up like black,

burning mounds of paper. We established a pattern

and each flight leader controlled his flight, employing
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the tactics and techniques best suited to his type of

plane and ordnance. The other flights circled and
awaited their turns. As each flight finished, the
leader would inform me that he was leaving the
target area. It was as smooth and orderly as working
on a bombing range in the States.

Later, from the same friendly guerilla forces, our
intelhgence oflBcers learned that we had destroyed a
considerable amount of supphes, vehicles, and build-

ings and more than 700 of the enemy had been
killed. Now, whenever I am in a bull session on
leadership in mihtary aviation, and someone wise-

cracks that it's all well and good to talk calmly in

the comfort of an easy chair, but it's diflPerent when
youxe up there and there's pandemonium in the air,

I think of a neatly typed piece of paper which starts

off, "In the name of the President of the United
States, a Gold Star in heu of the second Distin-

guished Flying Cross to Major WiUiam H. Rankin
. . r The Haeju target of opportunity remains one
of my most unforgettable experiences.

By December, 1951, each of us in Fearless Four
had long since passed the number of missions re-

quired for rotation. But we volimteered to remain,

and I think I would have lasted many more missions

had I not been wounded while out on a bridge

mission.

There were many bridges on the enemy's main
supply route, ranging from the Yalu River in the

north through Pyongyang, the North Korean capital,

south to the 38th parallel. Most of these bridges were
small, difficult targets from the air. (Each of the

bridges, some rather ancient and colorful, had a

name; and it was from one of these names, Toko-Ri,

that author James Michener derived the title for his

best-seller.

)

The Fearless Four technique in destroying bridges

was to drop a few well-aimed bombs underneath, to
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break it in half if it were a low bridge, as most were.

The bombs, of course, were delayed action so we
would not be knocked down by the blast. That is

why we frequently had to fly lower than usual, lower
than ordinary prudence might demand. But we had
never considered the bridge missions ordinary. The
word had come in that the "bridges at Toko-Ri" were
now vital to the enemy's main supply route. We were
to knock them out and keep them out. But the enemy
had developed an uncanny knack for repairing

bridges. Often, after a direct hit, in which the center

of the bridge would collapse, leaving either end
hanging precariously in the water, we'd return the

foUovmig day and find that the ingenious enemy had
merely placed huge, thick planks across the gap, as

though the ends were made-to-order foundations. It

proved annoying, sometimes embarrassing. We'd
retiuTi from a mission, reporting a bridge knocked
out, and a day or two later the bridge would be in

use again. The intelligence ofiBcer would call us in.

"I thought you said you destroyed that bridge yes-

terday," he'd say. And I'd reply, "Of course. We saw
it go down. It was lying in the water when we left."

"Well," he'd say, giving us that cold, fish-eye look

of skepticism, "it's not down in the water now. Take
a look at this. Just came in." And he'd show us an
aerial photograph of the bridge, enemy troops or

trucks moving across it.

It was after one such embarrassing intelligence

session that the Fearless Four took off to check a few
bridges we had hit. But by now the bridges had be-

come so important to the enemy that they had ringed

many of them with their best anti-aircraft guns and

flying low became increasingly hazardous. However,

after we had arrived over a bridge that I was certain

we had completely destroyed only a couple of days

before, I was stunned to see the bridge intact, almost

as if it had never been touched. I was determined
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to find out exactly what they had done to rebuild it

so fast and flew down to an unusually low altitude, at

relatively slow speed. Within seconds, anti-aircraft

fire went off, so intensively that it seemed as though
I had flown into a storm of raining shrapnel. From
imder me, above me, right and left of me, came the

frightening characteristic concussions: crack-crack-

crack, crack-crack-crack. Just as I thought, "Better

pull out of this mess,'' I heard an exceptionally loud
crack-CRACKI And before I knew it, my plane was
on its back, at 1,000 feet, out of control. I felt a
severe burning sensation inmy right leg. Instinctively,

I put hard right pressure on my control stick, went
into a snap roll, nosed over, added full power to pick

up speed, and zigzagged out of the area. As soon as

the plane was under control, I reached for my right

leg, high on the rear of the thigh, and my hand felt

warm and sticky. I looked at my hand. It was cov-

ered with blood. I looked at my leg, straining to see

the wound, but all I could see was blood almost pour-

ing through a hole in my flight suit. I knew that Td
have to make a landing soon, or probably bleed to

death.

I am normally calm in flight, even under emer-

gency conditions, and I was not now perturbed by
Qie sight of an ugly wound. I was only concerned

with the problem of where to land: the carrier? or

Seoul? I was about equi-distant between both, about

100 miles either way.

I looked the plane over quickly and saw that the

right wing was damaged, there were several holes

in the cockpit from shrapnel, and the engine seemed

to be running rough. As we streaked out of enemy
territory, I told Fearless Two that I had been hit and

was bleeding badly. After a short discussion of my
situation, I decided that to land on a field near Seoul

would be dangerous—my leg was getting stiff and

would be useless in a landing. The Corsair required
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rudder on touchdown and roll out, while a carrier

landing was complete once the tail hook caught the

arresting wire. Also, I knew I would get immediate
medical attention by a flight surgeon on the ship, and
would be home with my squadron.

"Take over. Fearless Two; lead me back to the

ship,** I said, *'and tell them we're coming in.^

But I started feehng weak and dizzy, and was not

certain at all that Td even be conscious by the time

we'd be at the ship and ready to land.

Fearless Two flew up close to me and kept me
informed as to how I was doing. Occasionally, Td
give him my instnmient readings so that he could

check them against his instruments and thereby let

me know whether I was seeing well. By the time I

had approached the ship, ready for a landing, I felt

extremely tired, sleepy, from the loss of blood. It was
also beginning to feel as if my entire right side were
paralyzed. But I was confident I could hold out long

enough to get aboard. At intervals I reached for dif-

ferent objects to check my reflexes and coordination.

I was worried that my approach might not look

good to the LSO and he would crash me on board. I

called him on radio. "Look,'' I said, "I'm all right. So

nothing fancy. Let me make the normal type of car-

rier approach I have always made."

"Roger," said the LSO, but somehow his voice was
not convincing. But there was no time to bicker. I

was only seconds away from touching dovvm. At that

moment, I thought I was coming in too high. What
was the LSO up to? I pressed my mike button. "I'm

high. I feel high. Don't . .
."

The LSO interrupted, "You look good, you look

good. You're O.K. Come on in."

Now there was no alternative. He gave me the cut

signal. I yanked the throttle back, dropped the nose,

pulled back on the stick and could feel the wire take

hold and knew I had made it.
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In sick bay, I was given an injection and after the

pain-killer took eflFect, I felt much better and the

wound bothered me so Uttle that the doctor allowed

me to leave the sick bay. That evening, however, I

received the best pain-killing medicine of all, joyous

news. The commanding officer of Squadron 212, Lt.

Col. Manuel Brilhant, was returning to the States

and I was to assume command of the squadron. My
dream had come true I What's a little wound! I could

walk on my hands, float in the air, fly blindfolded—

anything. Squadron commander, at lastl The only

major in the area to have a command!
But the next morning, as I awoke, I knew my

dream bubble had burst. My leg, from the hip joint

to the knee, had swelled to more than twice its nor-

mal size and had tinned an ugly black and blue.

Every time I tried to move my leg, I was in pain.

The doctor said I'd have to return to the States for

sm-gery. I pleaded with him to do anything at all to

fix my leg. I told him I was going to remain with

the squadron, at any cost! He was sympathetic and
charitable enough, allowed me to blow off steam,

which did help me regain rationality. Quietly, sooth-

ingly, he said, "Let's face it. Bill. The war's over for

you. Some day you 11 get a squadron. But not now.

You need surgery. Ill send you to the U.S. Naval
Hospital at San Diego."

Not saying a word, trying to hide my dejection, I

was put to bed.



Chmpter #

Fabulous World
of Jets

SHORTLY AFTER I HAD
been discharged from the hospital in San Diego, I

met a rather bored, blase young man who, at the

sight of my uniform and decorations, apparently had
been provoked into debating with me on the meaning
and value of life and the art of being happy. He looked

as though he had once been frightened by water
and had since managed to evade it in every form,

from the hand basin to the shower cap. His skin,

where it showed beneath the dirt, was dehcate, pale,

and his general attitude w^as completely lacking in

evidence that he had ever been an>"vvhere near that

awesome plague of mankind, honest labor. Later, I

was to learn that there was a veritable army of young
people like him throughout California, particularly

San Francisco, all boastfully non-regimented, non-

conformist but strangely de rigueur in their imi-

forms-of-the-day: sneakers, blue jeans, dirtv' T-shirts,

imkempt hair, and incongruous beards, calling them-

selves *l3eatniks."

The beatnik who had confronted me was articu-

late; and, although I would not necessarily equate

the two, he was ostensibly inteUigent. Digging

deeply into his freshman-year philosophy, he threw

his intellectual weight around and liit me with a

strange combination of words which I could not

understand; and when I could understand the combi-

nation, I could not understand him. But I gathered

67
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that he had considered me with disdain, if not con-
tempt, and that he had chosen the beatnik way of

hfe because Me to him was otherwise a massive
monoUth of monotony—pointless, colorless, miexcit-

ing.

I didn't know whether to laugh at him, resent him,
or pity him. But it was a particularly useful en-

counter. It served to convince me—although I have
never felt as if I had needed convincing—diat going
from private to pilot in the Marine Corps was the

best thing I could have done. Until now, I had had
an exciting, thoroughly enjoyable life in which occa-

sional dullness was accidental, and not philosophi-

cally arrived at. I had always felt that I would not

have wanted to have hved in my generation without
having been an aviator. But by now we had just

entered the age of jet aviation, and having started

training in jet aircraft, it was to me almost unbelieva-

ble that any yoimg man could say that life was
pointless, that there was no challenge left. This is a

fascinating era in which to live.

In coming generations, we shall require, increas-

ingly, men of intellectual capacity and scientific

talents, who can and will find challenge and stimula-

tion in work requiring pure brainpower. But we shall

also find a growing need for those who can combine

nimbleness of mind with daring, with a sense of ad-

venture, with old-fashioned guts. The new world

of aviation—high-altitude, high-performance jets—is

without peer in its challenge to man's brainpower,

sense of adventure and total abiHties. Supersonic

aviation cannot ever be dull. In the air or on the

groiuid, even a moment's lapse of awareness, or a

second's indecision, can spell the difference between

life and death, or cause instantaneous destruction of

a craft worth milhons of dollars. Often, even the

grave, painstaking art of merely preparing for super-
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sonic jet flight takes more time and effort than the

flight itself.

My introduction to jets came prior to the super-

sonic period, after I had been assigned as an
instructor in close air support techniques. ''Class''

consisted largely of flying with students over mock-
up bunkers, tanks, artillery pieces, sandbagged em-
placements, teaching them the arts we had cultivated

in Korea. It was a unique experience; not only did

I learn the importance and responsibihty of teach-

ing, but I left convinced that when you teach you
learn.

After that assignment, I checked out in one of the

first j'et aircraft available to us, the subsonic Grum-
man F9F-2. Nowadays, there are practically no pro-

peller driven aircraft in tactical squadrons. All

aviation cadets learn to fly jets almost from the time

they enter their advanced training. JBut the most
effective means by which "post-graduate'' aviators

acquire new skills in new airplanes is the "checking

out" process. It may begin, for instance, with a hand-

picked echelon of pilots who will actually visit the

plant where the new airplane is being produced, at-

tend a variety of lectures given by skilled mechanics,

designers, and engineers; and then receive actual

flight instruction from those who have already flown

the plane, usually test pilots. Then the chosen pilots

either returning to one squadron, or to several squad-

rons, will pass on to others what they have learned;

and from there, like capillary action, the new skills

are spread through the services.

When I first was introduced to jet flying, I was
taught that a jet airplane is essentially nothing more
than a magnificent blow torch, based on the prin-

ciple of physics that for every action there is a re-

action. The action in the jet engine is to ignite a

mixtinre of compressed air and fuel, injected imder

pressure, so that a tremendous exhaust of flame and
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gases leaving the "rear exit,'' or after burner section,

like a huge blow torch in flight, provides the thrust,

(the reaction). The simplest analogy is a balloon.

Blow it up, release it suddenly, and the exhaust

will drive the balloon through the air; its flight will

be short and erratic. But the jet airplane, of course,

is aerodynamically designed for prolonged stable

flight and maneuverability. Consequently, as in other

aircraft, the jet plane will contain a complex of aux-

iliary machinery and systems for flight control. The
beauty of the jet engine is that, compared with pro-

peller driven planes, there are fewer moving parts.

The principal moving parts are the compressor and
turbine. The turbine is nothing more than a me-
chanical means of picking up some of the energy

provided by the burning compressed air-fuel mixture

to generate power. Among other things, power is

primarily needed to keep the compressor going so

that air "sucked in" at the mouth of the jet engine

can be compressed before it is mixed with the fuel.

Hence, outside power is needed to start a jet engine

in order to get the compressor working up to the

point where the engine will fire off, after which the

turbine v/ill keep the compressor going.

Off the main turbine-driven shaft there is an ac-

cessory section gear box, which picks up power to

operate such things as fuel pumps and hydraulic

systems by means of a complex series of reduction

gears. It is of utmost importance for a jet aviator to

know intimately the various systems in his plane,

for only then will he be in a position to handle an

emergency in flight.

Because there are fewer moving parts in a jet

engine, I believe there are somewhat fewer occasions

for emergencies than in a comparable propeller-

driven plane. But usually an emergency in a jet craft

is radically different. In jet flying, everything happens

fast. The pilot, therefore, must think fast. At an ex-
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tremely high altitude, for example, where the air

is thinner and where there is less oxygen than at

lower levels, he may experience a "flame out,'' no

fire in the engine. The cause may be one of several

factors, but sometimes by performing properly the

pilot may get a "re-light.""

The first man ever known to have survived an
ejection from an aircraft travelling above the speed

of sound was a 31-year-old civilian test pilot. In

1955, flying an FlOO Super Sabre jet, he nosed over,

went into a dive and suddenly his controls froze.

Although a tall and husky man, he was unable to

pull the stick back. He ejected at 35,000 feet over a

bay and was unconscious when he hit the water. He
was rescued immediately, but only due to a startling

coincidence; a former Navy air-sea rescue expert

happened to be in a boat less than 100 yards away.

In the hospital, the test pilot lay unconscious for a

week. Six months and several operations later he was
discharged from the hospital.

I also know of a case in which another civilian

test pilot ejected at supersonic speed and was so

tragically injured that his existence thereafter could

be compared only to that of a vegetable.

In 1958, a 34-year-old pilot ejected from a Douglas
F4D Skyra at 18,000 feet, while just below the speed

of sound. His helmet, gloves, watch and oxygen
mask were ripped from him. His mouth was smashed,

his eyes badly bruised, left arm dislocated, right arm
broken in two places, pelvis fractured, vertebra frac-

tured, and his head severely bruised.

Survival in high-altitude, high-speed bailouts is

rare; survival without injury is unheard of.

The advent of jet aviation was so rapid that the

aircraft designers were—and perhaps still are—far

ahead of the human propensity for error. A principal

human-error factor in jet aviation involves the speed.

In fact, the speeds in jet aviation are so different
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from propeller-driven craft that ordinary miles-per-

hour, or knots-per-hour terminology is obsolete among
jet pilots, who speak instead of Mach numbers.
Mach (pronounced "mock/' borrowed from the

name of an Austrian physicist) represents the rela-

tionship between the speed of sound and the speed
of a moving body through its surrounding atmos-

phere. Mach 1, is the speed of sound, or approximately

760 miles per hour at average sea-level conditions.

Mach 2 represents twice the speed of sound, and a

fraction of Mach 1 is a percentage of the speed of

sound; ( .80 Mach, for instance, is 80 per cent of the

speed of Mach 1).

According to aero-medical experts, it takes a really

fast thinker anywhere from two to three seconds to

respond to the stimulus of a visual emergency. With-
in that brief period, a supersonic jet aviator will have
covered a distance of about one mile. Jet aviators,

busy checking their instruments in flight, may pass a

dozen or more miles in the few seconds spent looking

at the dials.

To illustrate the human-error hazards of jet speeds,

a noted aero-medical authority. Col. H. G. Moseley,

of the Air Force, told the story of a huge jet bomber
that had been ''flying at 30,000 feet, at eleven in the

morning on a clear day,'' and the bomber pilot, after

a slow turn, "was startled to see three other jet

bombers approximately one mile away on a collision

course toward him. He did not have time to react

or alter the course of his aircraft dinring the three or

four seconds of closure, and shot through the forma-

tion, missing the nose of the first aircraft, flying under

the second, and flying over the third.''

The lone bomber pilot, upon landing, reported the

incident, stating that he had knocked off part of the

tail of the bomber beneath him. However, further

investigation disclosed even more astonishing facts:

Not one of the pilots in the "three-plane" squadron



The Man Who Rode The Thunder 73

was aware of what had happened; yet the lone

bomber hadn't gone through just three planes. In-

credibly, he went through a flight of six bombers with-

out being seen!

The radical new world of jet aviation also stands in

bold relief when we look back a comparatively few
years into history. On October 24, 1941, a University

of Chicago physiologist supervising an experimental

parachute leap, involving a heavily protected, instru-

ment-carrying parachutist, referred to his human
guinea-pig jumper as "one of the bravest men" he
had ever known. From a relatively slow-moving
plane and wrapped in an electrically heated suit,

the parachutist jumped into frigid air at 31,400 feet

and free fell for 29,300 feet before opening his

'chute. In a recent six-month period ( January-June,

1959) mihtary aviation reports indicate that at least

fifty jet aviators made similar jumps from much
faster airplanes, but without benefit of protective

gear, having ejected under emergency conditions.

Nearly all had to free fall thousands of feet; they did

not and would not consider themselves among "tlie

bravest men/'
In the icy, minus-65 F. temperatures where most

modem jet pilots soar (approximately 40,000 feet),

the hazards are many. Ejecting at such altitudes the

pilot must free fall to at least 10,000 feet, or risk

freezing to death while slowly descending under an

opened 'chute. Yet so great is the human temptation

not to free faU that many pilots who were trained

to know better have opened their 'chutes prema-
turely; I was to know this temptation well at the

time of my own emergency ejection from more than

nine miles up.

Actually, high-speed, high-altitude aviation is so

complex that aircraft designers have endeavored to

leave nothing to chance, nothing to the probability

of human error. The emergency ejection, for example.
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is almost entirely automatic. Once the pilot decides

to leave the plane, he pulls an emergency ejection

curtain which touches off a series of automatic
actions. The canopy is blown off, an explosive charge
catapults the pilot, seat and all, from the aircraft, an
emergency oxygen bottle attached to the pilot is

actuated, the seat leaves the pilot after ejection and
his automatic 'chute is set to open at 10,000 feet.

All the pilot has to do is experience the free fall,

which may last for several minutes, depending on
altitude.

High altitude aircraft are also designed to accom-
modate a human body that must have oxygen to

survive and a certain amount of air pressure to func-

tion eflBciently, and safely. At sea level, air weighs

14.7 pounds per square inch. Strictly speaking, this

is the amount of pressure exerted on every inch of our

bodies by the weight of a one-square inch column of

air 100 miles high, the upper Hmit of the earth's at-

mosphere. But air pressure decreases rapidly, so that

for all practical purposes it is almost non-existent

long before the top of the 100-miles column is

reached. At 18,000 feet, for example, air pressure

drops roughly by half—from the sea level 14.7 pounds

per square inch to 7.34 psi. At 34,000 feet it is only

3.62 psi.

The effect of decreased air pressin-e is to make it

more diflBcult for oxygen to pass through the limg

walls and into the blood stream, and to cause ex-

pansion of gases in the body. These gases include the

air in our lungs, in our sinus cavities, in our various

organs (e.g., intestines, stomach, kidneys), even the

air trapped under fillings in our teeth. In pressure

chamber tests, to which all high altitude pilots are

regularly subjected, I have seen pilots howl in pain

as simulated high-altitude flights brought the pres-

sure in the chamber gradually down to the thinness
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of 30,000 to 40,000 foot altitudes, affecting recently

filled teeth.

In his cockpit, the high altitude jet aviator is pro-

tected by an oxygen system and a pressurized cabin.

The pressure in the cabin is not equal to sea-level

pressure, since the machinery required to duplicate

sea-level pressure would be too cumbersome as well

as too costly.

Cockpit pressinre varies. It is never sea-level pres-

sure, not even in commercial airliners. But a suitable

differential is designed into the airplane in a manner
that makes it possible for the pilot to function com-
fortably at various altitudes. The trouble comes when
the differential disappears, perhaps the cockpit can-

opy blows off, or a leak develops, or a bullet is fired

through the cockpit. Then decompression takes

place, the gases in the body seek to expand because

the ambient pressure (the surrounding air) is now
thinner. The thinner the ambient pressure and the

more rapid the decompression, the more drastic the

effects. Sometimes decompression is so rapid it is

called "explosive," as for example when a canopy is

blown off and the pressure differential disappears in

a fraction of a second. Having survived the highest

emergency ejection on record, and not wearing a

pressure suit at the time, I believe I can state authori-

tatively that the effects of decompression can be ex-

tremely painful.

In the cockpit, the "sense"* of high speed is barely

felt by the pilot on his body. In going from subsonic

to supersonic speeds, the pilot's only perception of

great speed is derived from the changes in sounds

and his instrument readings. At straight and level

flight, there is, theoretically, no limit to the abihty of

the himian body to endure speed. But change your

direction suddenly, dive, cHmb, turn, roll or yaw
even sUghtly, and the speed of your jet becomes ex-
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tremely important. Then two forces aflFect your air-

plane and your body.

The critical eflPect on your airplane is known as the

Q-force. Stripped of its complex engineering nuances,

Q is equal to the sum of atmospheric density plus

speed. In other words, the faster you fly and the

denser the atmosphere, the greater the Q forces on
your airplane. Under high Q conditions, incorrect

maneuvers can cause damage or even failure. Pilots

must be especially careful of high Q loads at low
altitudes, where the atmosphere is denser.

The force that affects the pilot's body is more
familiar. Most people have experienced it in an ele-

vator that stops suddenly, leaving stomachs behind,

or pressing feet to the floor. We call it g-force because

it is related to the gravitational pull of the earth.

When a pilot suddenly changes direction—makes a

turn, dives, pulls out of a dive—his body will be
affected by g; and we call it "pulling g's.'' There is

positive g, negative g and zero g, the celebrated

weightless condition now receiving so much atten-

tion in space flight research.

Assuming 1 g to be a normal condition, a positive

2 g may cause you to feel as if someone were pushing

you down in your seat. At positive 4 g, you may find

that you cannot move your arms, legs or head without

the greatest possible effort. A reverse "light" effect

is felt in negative g, at which point objects in the cock-

pit may tend to float. While we have much to learn

about the effects of zero g, or weightlessness, since

the condition is extremely diflBcult to reproduce in

the earth's gravitational field, we do know that under
conditions of 4.5 to 6 g positive, or as Httle as 3 g
negative, with corresponding increases or decreases

of blood pressure on the brain, a pilot can become un-

conscious at the controls in flight. Most jet aviators

now regularly wear g-suits, which function auto-
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matically under pressure taken from the plane's sys-

tem. The g-suit looks like a coverall with built-in

'T3alloons" fitted about the abdomen, thighs, and
calves, designed to expand or deflate with changes

in g, thereby increasing the pilot's "tolerance'' to Qie

eflEects of g.

Because things happen so fast in jet lying, es-

pecially at supersonic speeds, a jet aviator must learn

to respond almost instinctively to emergency con-

ditions and in doing so he must learn to place utmost

confidence in the complex of instruments before him.

It is the sort of confidence that runs counter to all

human instinct. Later in my career, when I started

flying high-performance jets almost routinely, I was
to sweat out the horrifying experience of "losing" my
wingman in a high-speed let-down through overcast,

at a moment when, on account of a fuel system

failure, he had to rely on following me in to a safe

landing with only minutes to spare. However, return-

ing to his instruments, he took his eyes off me
for only a moment to "check" his position, but the

moment was enough for him to lose me.

From my first solo in the F9F jet, I was completely

captivated; I knew that another age in aviation was
about to begin, and for me to be a part of it almost

from its birth was as though I, too, were about to

start hfe over again, to live in a far more colorful,

exciting world. By December, 1954, after I had
logged more than 100 hours of flying time in the F9F,

I awaited eagerly each advance in jet aircraft and an

opportunity to join a jet squadron. Unfortunately,

the opportunity had to be postponed.

In the interim, I had been advanced in rank to

lieutenant-colonel, stationed at the Marine Corps

Air Station at El Toro, near Santa Ana, California.

There was a need in Korea for aviators of major and

lieutenant-colonel ranks, so I volunteered to go over-
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seas again, hoping that I'd be assigned to jets there.

Before long I was on my way; and while I did not

join a jet squadron, I did, at last, realize another of

my dreams—conmiand of a squadron.



Chapter O

A Squadron

of My Own

I BELIEVE THAT JET

pilots, almost by instinct, are hard-driving, aggres-

sive types who must always be working intensely at

some problem, some challenge. In military aviation,

the sense of fulfillment is tremendously enhanced
almost everytime you take off and land in a jet be-

cause you've met a fierce challenge and you know
that you are one of a small, select group on whom
a nation depends. You don't consciously think of it

that way, but somehow you feel it in your heart and
you feel it when your friends and your family show
their pride; you feel it when a little boy, eyes gleam-

ing, looks at your wings and says "I bet you fly jets,"

you nod, he beams and cries, "Oh, boy!" Then he

wants to touch you, shake your hand, talk, ask many
questions; you answer his questions, indulgently, be-

cause through his pure and innocent response, his

dreamy eyes, you see that little bit of yourself that

has never grov^m up and, secretly, you hope never

will. ( Curiously, two little boys would play important

parts in my rescue after my adventure in the thunder-

storm.) Before my second tour of duty in Korea was

to end, I was to learn that pride of accompUshment

can be—in many ways and for many men—a source of

inspiration, a motivating force, an end in itself.

When I first arrived in Korea, early in January

1955, I fully expected to be assigned to a jet tactical

squadron, possibly as commander. But now the wai

79
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was over and there was much to do in peace, much
that was prosaic. Most commonplace of all was the
problem of supphes, food, fuel, weapons, ammu-
nition. Account for them, store them, and move them
about. Someone, of course, had to do it, but I had
always hoped to be the last person in the world to

be chosen for such duty. When the Group com-
manding officer, upon my arrival, told me that he'd

like to give me a squadron—but, I could almost feel

myself shudder. He was sorely in need of a logistics

officer, and I was it.

In the past, I had always reconciled myself to un-

exciting duty because I knew that by doing my very

best sooner or later the duty I wanted most would
come along. But as a logistics officer I discovered

something more. I discovered that when dull, rou-

tine, colorless chores depress us, it is most often we,

ourselves, who are at fault. For we allow that which
is petty or dull to conquer and suppress that which
is unsuppressible—the human spirit. There is noth-

ing on earth above which the himian mind cannot

rise; there are no dark corners of life that we can-

not brighten, even a bit, for oinrselves, if only we
allow the human spirit to ignite a Httle flame now
and then—to create a httle perspective, a httle hu-

mihty, a httle sense of humor, a sense of the pride of

accomphshment, even when there are no medals to

be handed out, and we must feel that pride only in

our hearts. If this has the ring of a high school vale-

dictory then Tm glad I rediscovered, in the aftermath

of the Korean War, a truth I had somehow lost sight

of.

As a logistics officer, I was confronted with many
problems far removed from fighter flying. One of

these was the Case of the Disappearing Drums. Made
of steel and quite heavy (about 450 lbs. loaded),

there were more than 3,000 of these fuel drums

stored in long rows in a compound that was about
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a mile square, protected by a fence, with guards

patrolling a couple of hundred yards apart.

Shortly after I assumed the duty, I discovered that

drum had been disappearing with considerable regu-

larity but no one had solved the mystery. The most
widely circulated theory was that Korean laborers

were stealing them. To a poor Korean, even an
empty drum was worth a small fortune. It could be
converted into any one of many useful and per-

manent appliances, such as a stove, bath, or fertilizer

container. A drum filled with fuel would make its

possessor doubly rich.

But how could a poor Korean laborer roll one of

those drums out of the compound without being

caught? That was easy, ran the accepted theory, they

didn't roll the drums, they walked out with them.

Every Korean laborer owned a chi ge, a strong,

wooden A-shaped frame on which, strapped to their

backs, they could carry enormous loads for a con-

siderable distance. Thus, armed with an A-frame,

as we called them, any Korean with a little bare-

footed stealth, in the darkness, could walk oflF with

a dnmi of fuel. So fully accepted in the area was this

theory that the pilfering was written off as a petty

cost of being in Korea; the cost of extensive pro-

tective measures would not have been worth the

saving.

But I couldn't believe this theory. Having some
knowledge of weightlifting, I argued that—with or

without an A-frame—no Korean laborer (most were

rather short and thin) could walk away with one of

those drums, even if he had help in getting it strapped

on. At best, I had maintained, even a powerful la-

borer might barely lift the drum on his A-frame,

and would certainly not be able to walk far with it.

Whoever the pilferers were, I insisted, they were

making use of vehicles. I was sure that if we could

kill the A-frame theory, the word would get around
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and the crooks, fearing greater watchfulness on our
part, would cease their nocturnal thievery.

But the A-frame explanation had become so well

established that my theory was laughed aside. One
day, while discussing the problem with a group of

oflBcers at dinner, someone remarked that Korean
laborers actually had been seen walking down the

road at night, fuel drums strapped to their A-frames.

"Did you see it?" I asked the speaker, somewhat
abruptly.

"No, but . . r
I broke in, "But you know someone who knows

someone who has seen it. Right?"

He nodded. "Nonsense," I said. "It can't be done.

Show me the man who says he has seen it with his

own eyes, and I'll prove it can t be done.''

"Why wait," he challenged, "prove it now, if you
can." There was silence; all eyes turned toward me.

I could see what they were thinking. Tut up or shut

up!

"O.K.," I said. "I will prove it." I told them I would
demonstrate that no Korean laborer with an A-frame
could lift a loaded fuel drum, walk 100 yards with

it—only a fraction of the distance from any point in

the compound to the road. We made a friendly bet

of $100.

The following day a loaded fuel drum, strapped

to an A-frame, was standing outside my oJBSce under

a crudely lettered poster: AMERICANS DOUBT
KOREANS CAN LIFT THIS LOAD ON AN A-

FRAME. ANY KOREAN WHO CAN LIFT THIS
AND WALK TO THE ROAD WITH IT, MAY
HAVE IT, FREE. , ^
The sign had been lettered in Kcrrean by one of

my interpreters, who also passed the word that I

was going to allow all who wished to try, and that I

would personally pay for the cost of as many drums

as may be "woii." I had had the fuel drum strapped
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to an unusually strong A-frame. I wanted to be
certain that no one would be hurt in the event the

frame should break.

For such an enormously valuable prize, the word
spread rapidly. It became the talk of the camp, as

though a major sporting event were to be staged.

Accordingly, I arranged for the lifting to take place

on a Sunday afternoon in order to accommodate
those who might have wanted to be spectators but
might otherwise have been on duty. Long before the

scheduled hour, a tremendous crowd had gathered

in a picnic atmosphere, almost as if the entire camp
had ceased all other activity. I imagined that, if this

event had been staged back in the States, some enter-

prising Americans would have been there selling

popcorn, balloons, and hot dogs, beer and buttons

proclaiming "Come on Korea!" As it was, one form
of American enterprise did invade the scene. I could

see ragged 'TDOokies'' scurrying around in the crowd
covering bets.

I don't think too many of the bets were riding on
me; occasionally Td overhear some remark like, "The
colonel's got rocks in his head. Why I seen them
Koreans myself liftin' heavier things." Or, "Ah, it's

just a gag. The colonel feels like playin' Santa Glaus

with his money."
Added to the color of the occasion was a long,

winding line of Koreans, many dressed typically in

loose-fitting white trousers and tunic and sash, each

patiently waiting to try his luck at the lift. For me,

it was not exactly a cheerful scene. If so many Ko-

reans were prepared to try, could it be possible that

I had spoken too soon? But it was too late to do any-

thing about it. Dressed in fatigues, I came out of my
office to start the contest. Two of my sergeants were

with me. They were to assist in standing by with me
so that if the A-frame should break, or a contestant

were to stagger awkwardly, perhaps dangerously,
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we'd be there to catch the drum or the man or both,

preventing injury.

Standing in front of the loaded A-frame, my ser-

geants at either side, I stripped to the waist, raised my
hands and the buzzing from the crowd suddenly

ceased as all heads in the line of Koreans leaned out,

straining to look at me. Perhaps they were expecting

me to announce some rules, or some tricky conditions

that might make it di£Bcult for them to "win." But
quickly and unceremoniously I said, "O.K., let's get

started." No interpretation was needed. One of my
sergeants made a sweeping forward motion with his

hand, and the contest was on as the first Korean, look-

ing rather confident of himself, stepped up to the A-
frame. He took his time, carefully adjusting the straps,

apparently to be certain they were comfortable and
taut. Then he went on one knee, using a sturdy

wooden staff, which all laborers used as a push-up
aid when lifting imusually heavy weights, he dug his

feet into the ground, pressed hard on the staff and
started to lift. The frame came off the ground, only

a few inches, but it was enough to bring cheers and
encouragement from the crowd of spectators and
from the line of Koreans. But he could not raise it

higher. He strained, he pushed, he dug his feet

harder into the ground. He grunted, groaned, grit-

ted his teeth and finally fell to his knee again, plainly

defeated. We helped him out of the frame and mo-
tioned for the next contestant to step up; and so it

went, one after another, at an ever increasing pace,

as the Herculean nature of the lift became obvious

to the Koreans.

However, as though it had been planned that way
for a dramatic climax, the very last man to try ac-

complished the impossible, brought a tremendous

roar of approval from the crowd and cost me $1001

His name was Kim Suk Moon. He was no more
than five foot five; thin and wiry, and, unlike most
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of the others, was dressed in nondescript cast-oflF

clothes—khaki trousers, a frayed black jacket, and
old brown field shoes. After putting a slight strain on
the straps, as if to test them for strength, he did some-
thing none of the others had done. Instead of relying

on his back for lifting strength, he made the most of

his legs; and, like a weightlifter, he did a split, lock-

ing one leg straight behind him, using its support and
strength to "walk" the weight up. He was the only one
who had managed to lift the loaded frame completely

oflF the ground and stand erect with it. A burst of ap-

plause and cheers went up, and I think I allowed a

little cheer of my own to mingle with the crowd's.

But I did not take my eyes off him for a moment, and
neither did my sergeants. He was under great strain.

We did not want him to get hurt. Every muscle in

his sweat-covered face, as well as the veins in his

neck, stood out sharply, as if ready to burst. This

little man, I thought, was a natural weightlifter but

I was confident he'd never walk the 100 yards to the

road. Digging his staff deliberately into the soft

ground, he started walking. His first few steps were
confident ones, but after he had gone about fifteen

feet there was no doubt in my mind that he would
not make it to the road. Yet, he was obviously a

stubborn, brave little man. I could see that he'd

rather kill himself than give up. By now, however, I

knew that I had more than proved my point. If only

one out of scores of Korean laborers could lift a

loaded fuel drum on an A-frame and walk with it,

and then only with the greatest possible effort, we'd

certainly have to look elsewhere for pilferers. As far

as I and the entire crowd was concerned the A-frame

theory was dead. Seeing Kim's face turn beet red

under the strain, I told my Korean interpreter to tell

him that I was conceding defeat and he could keep

the drum; we would deliver it for him to his hut. I

made the announcement to the crowd. They ap-
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plauded. I did, too, for Kim. Thereafter reports of

disappearing fuel drums became extremely rare.

Also, finally encouraged to look for anything but
Korean night walkers our guards caught a few of the

culprits who turned out to be, regrettably for us,

some of our own immature men, not professional

crooks, but just a couple of youngsters out for 'Tcicks''

and the extra money that could be derived from sell-

ing the fuel on the Korean black market. Knowing
the weakly guarded spots in the compound, they had
been able to make oflF with the drums in jeeps.

Best of all, at the cost of a little money (my own,
unfortunately), a little sense of humor and some re-

spect for a dignified people, we had made many new
Korean friends. Apparently, the entire nearby village

of Koreans had known that they were being blamed
for the pilferage, but were too proud, officially or

othersvise, to deny a "silent" charge. In a spirit of fes-

tive competition, we had done for them what they per-

haps would have liked to, but couldn't do for

themselves.

In June 1955, my patience was rewarded; I was
assigned to take command of Squadron 121, the first

Marine Corps attack squadron to see action in Korea
and one which had estabhshed quite a combat repu-

tation for itself. What I didn't know, was that its

reputation after the war had been somewhat di-

minished and the morale of its men, pilots and ground
crew, had tumbled to a new low.

Every aviator in the Marine Corps knew what had
happened shortly after Squadron 121 had arrived

to fight in Korea. The commanding officer, carrying

a maximum bomb load for his craft, the Douglas
AD, crashed on takeoff and was killed. Almost as if

in tribute to their late commander, the squadron

fought hard and flew hard. Their zeal, their flying
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skills, their fame spread throughout aviation. They
were lauded in writing by novelist James Michener.
But the trouble with the peace that follows war, at

least for the professional fighting man, particularly

for the aviator, is the too-sudden relaxation of ten-

sion and activities. There is a tendency to go from
one extreme to the other, from great efforts and great

achievements to mediocrity. It's a kind of weVe-
eamed-the-rest attitude. Perhaps this is what had
happened to Squadron 121, and the "vacation ' may
have been stretched too far.

Before assuming command of 121, I had examined
the squadron's records and had talked with my su-

perior. Col. Canavan, about the squadron.

It consisted of twenty-four aircraft, some 200 en-

listed men, and thirty-five flying oflBcers, still flying

the AD, a large, powerful, single-engine prop-driven,

attack plane with bomb and rocket racks on its wings,

capable of deHvering with extreme accuracy a

greater bomb load than the B-17 bombers of World
War II fame.

At the time, there was another AD Marine Corps

squadron in Korea, Squadron 251. There had always

been spirited competition between 121 and 251. In-

variably, apart from banter and sharp repartee during

personal encounters, such competition is galvanized

by a single yardstick, the number of hours flown by
the respective squadrons. But the yardstick is no

mere numbers game, nothing as simple as sending

a flight of four into the air to circle the field for two

hours, claiming eight hours of flying time. Squadron

flying time involves intensive training maneuvers,

simulated attacks, night flying, pre-dawn takeoffs,

takeoffs with maximum bomb and rocket loads,

live-fire high-speed gunnery runs, napalm drops, foul-

weather takeoffs and landings, precision flying—just

about anything and everything that might add to the

squadrons tactical skills. Generally, it includes all
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the hazards of combat flying, except being shot at.

It takes a lot of hard work to rack up valuable

squadron flying time. It takes long hours of planning

and long hours of maintenance. It's no one-man
show. Everyone, including the ground crew, has to

pitch in; and usually the eight-hour day, five-day

week goes out the window. It's a tense, serious busi-

ness. It's gratifying when you're ahead of the com-
peting team, but somewhat depressing if you happen
to be a team man who doesn't like to be on the los-

ing side.

When I assumed command of 121, the squadron
was at the short end of the yardstick. Squadron 251

was top gun in Korea. The men of 121 were plainly

disconcerted, and from their listlessness on duty you
didn't have to be a personnel wizard to see that mo-
rale had suffered.

To me, the answer to 121's problem was chaU
Z^ng^—encourage the men to fly more; restore their

pride of accomplishment; set examples to follow,

goals to reach.

I launched the challenge immediately. It was a

beautiful, sunny June day for the usual change-of-

command ceremony. The entire squadron had lined

up on the field, behind the airplanes. The first ser-

geant snapped, "Attention!" and the squadron's in-

signia was handed to me; I was in command.
I asked the first sergeant to put the men at ease,

and then told them that I was proud to have, as my
first command, such a distinguished squadron. I told

them it was my hope and desire to make 121 top gun
in Korea—in the entire Marine Corps. I told them
we would shoot at 1,000 hours of tactical flying dur-

ing the month of June, 1,500 hours during July, and
after that we'd play it by ear.

I had struck a responsive chord. I could see it by
the grins that broke out, by the surprised glances

some of the men threw at each other. Until then,
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the squadron had averaged less than 1,000 hours a

month. To increase the average in just one month,

July, by 50 per cent would entail quite an eflFort, so

I was not surprised to see skepticism mingled with

the smiles. But I was supremely confident it could

be done. From the records, I knew that many of the

pilots were young and eager to fly and the ground
crew was a proud one, ready to back their aviators.

My confidence was rewarded. We completed June
with 1,000 hours of flying; exceeded our 1,500-hours

goal for July and decided for August to set an all-

time Marine Corps record, 2,000 hours. On August 24,

there was jubilation in the squadron. We had logged

2,000 hours I It was hard on our pilots, but their

spirits were so high one would think they had been
fishing in the sun and didn't care to go home because

the sun was still high in the sky and the fish were still

biting. However, there was the ground crew to con-

sider. They were glorious in their efforts, magnifi-

cently cooperative. Many had labored fifteen hours

a day, seldom less than ten hours; and they accepted

only one full day off, Sunday. They had earned some
ease in their labors. But it was the ground crew who
insisted we go on. I had been driving them, now they

came to push me. One of the enhsted men, acting

as a spokesman, said, "Sir, there's a lot more than you
think left in us. The month isn't over yet. Let's go on

and set a record they'll never beat in the Marine
Corps."

I didn't need much urging, if any. I was overjoyed

at their spirit. At the end of August, we had logged

2,600 hours of tactical flying, a record that to the

best of my knowledge remains unbroken. But the

record that pleased me most was the accident tally.

There were no accidents, which also remains as an

unbroken record. We received many official and un-

oflBcial commendations, including the Marine Corps

aviation safety award for 1955. In military flying.
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safety is no trite shibboleth, no look-out-for-bath-

tub injuries. A safety certificate in aviation is not an
avuncular pat on the head for being a good Httle

boy. It's a way of saying, "Thank you for not getting

killed.'' That is why, shortly after I had been re-

assigned to the States, I was deeply saddened to

learn that one of the men in 121 had been killed

on an engine-failure takeoff.

We were, of course, not merely grinding out time

in the air. Every flight was a planned training mission,

live bombing, strafing, rocketry. Often, I would lead

a pre-dawn flight of sixteen aircraft, taking off at

once, rendezvousing in the dark, a precision maneu-
ver with no room for error and nerve-taxing on all

hands. But it was the sort of training for which there

is no substitute. As Marine aviators we took pride in

our tradition of instant-combat readiness. This was
one of our ways of being ready and proving it, to

ourselves as much as to anyone else. During our

record-setting month, August, I was determined to

spur the squadron on by setting an example and con-

tributed 125 hours of flying time. The next largest

total was hung up by a young Ueutenant who logged

98 hours.

Our boys soon had much to write home about.

The squadron had received considerable publicity

in the local press and in important service publica-

tions, such as Stars and Stripes and Naval Aviation

News. But I beHeve our Saturday morning fly-bys

gave the squadron the most colorful and inspiring

material for "Dear Mom and Dad" letters.

Since Satiurday represented the end of a long,

arduous week for us, we had made it a practice to

launch pre-dawn flights, at approximately five a.m.,

spending three hours on spht-up simulated attack

missions, rendezvousing as a group, in formation, and
flying-by the flagpole at exactly eight a.m., just as

the first note of the Star-Spangled Banner was
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sounded and the flag unfurled on its way to the top.

On the ground, we knew, it was a tremendously im-

pressive sight. It became the talk of area K-3, and
with each passing Saturday morning increasing num-
bers came out just to see the "ceremony/' until it

seemed that the entire base was there every Saturday,

including those who had cherished their sleep.

No doubt about it; 121 was now top gun.

Time after time, ground crew and pilots came to

tell me how happy they were and often to plead

against a reassignment or rotation. For me, at the

time, it was a milestone, the most thrilling, joyous,

rewarding period of my life. I received many con-

gratulatory and jocular letters from old buddies, one

of whom wrote: "Leave it to you to do something

spectacular. Next time, I suggest you go in for some-

thing easier—like spinning into a landing."

I cannot deny my ego was flattered, although I

hope not overly inflated. Having tasted command,
there was for me nothing more succulent in life. Like

many others in the squadron I, too, wanted more
and although my normal tour of overseas duty had
come to an end, I requested an extension to remain
with the squadron an additional ten months. The
request was granted, providing other ofiBcers who
wanted a squadron with an opportunity to furtively

plaster the squadron area v^th a variation on an old

slogan: "Rankin Go Home.''

When my time finally came in the spring of 1956
for rotation and reassignment, the change-of-com-

mand ceremony was my saddest day with the squad-
ron. The night before, the enlisted men gave a party

for me in their mess hall. They had gone hunting

and had arranged to brighten the occasion with a

surprise piece de resistance^ pheasant. As an added
surprise, and as a caricatured tribute to my passion

for weightlifting, and physical fitness classes, they

presented me with a miniature dumbbell, hand-
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crafted in the squadron machine shop, inscribed:

From The Men of Squadron 121.

If, as I had been told, I had left the squadron in

a high, reconstituted state of morale, it could only

have been a fraction of the great values and lessons

I had learned from them. As I stood at attention dur-

ing the change-of-command ceremony, I could only

think of all the hard-working, fun-filled days I had
spent with the squadron. In retrospect, I knew I had
been far from perfect. I had made mistakes, errors

of judgment, errors of discretion, but in the true

spirit of the disciplined Marine, the entire squadron
had indulged my shortcomings for the greater good
and pride we had shared as a team.

It was with many fond memories that I stood at

the change-of-command ceremony, in deep sadness,

searching for words to express my feelings. Fighting

a lump in my throat, I thanked the men of Squadron
121, simply but with feeling, for having given me
the opportunity to arrive in Marine Corps Aviation,
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Supersonic!

IT WAS COL. HUM-
bert, Wing Personnel Officer, on the telephone. "Hi,

Bill. How fast can you get up here to Cherry Point

to take command of 122?"

"Are you serious, Colonel?'* I asked, overjoyed.

Ever since my retimi from Korea in 1956 I had been
hoping for assignment to another fighter squadron.

I had thought a great deal about my work with 121,

and had come to the conclusion that only one other

assignment could possibly offer greater challenge

and not prove anti-climactic—command of jet

fighters. And, although a tour of duty behind a desk

had intervened, here at last was what I wanted. I

could scarcely beheve it—at last, a jet squadron! The
wonderful, the chosen, Squadron 122, known for its

many firsts in the Marine Corps, for its many out-

standing commanders of the past, all great aviators

—men such as Major Marion Carl who, ten years be-

fore, had been the first to exceed a speed of 650
mph, flying a Douglas Skystreak.

"Yes, Tm serious," said Col. Humbert. "We've
just been talking about picking a new man for 122

and we are agreed you're the man. Can you come
right up, tomorrow?"

I did not have to search for an answer: "Colonel,

hang up. I just left."

As I put the telephone back on the cradle, I was
indescribably elated. In the nights that followed,

93
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before I assumed command, I lay awake for hours,

dreaming how I'd make 122 the cynosure of the

Marine Corps. But before taking command I wanted
to be certain that I'd be as proficient in the FJ as the

men who had been flying it in the squadron. Hence,
I checked out in the plane with 122's departing com-
manding oflSce, Lt. Col. Lynn Kelso, one of the finest

aviators in the nation. Therefore, when I finally

assumed command on May 18, 1957, I felt that with
the help of Col. Kelso I could enter the squadron
and fly the FJ on par with my pilots.

Meanwhile, as I later learned, my reputation for in-

sistence on physical fitness, had preceded me. When
the men of 122 had heard that I was coming, there

was something of a reaction in the ready room and
hangars. The men, I was told, removed the ashtrays

from the rooms where there was supposed to be no
smoking and started doing pushups and calisthenics

in their rooms, barracks and ready room, to get in

shape for what they knew was coming.

Physical fitness is not an end in itself for me. I am
not a "bug'' on the subject. But if I am to have re-

sponsibility for the lives of men and for the shaping

of a squadron that at any moment could be called

into action, I feel obligated to do all that I beheve
is best for aviators of complex, high-performance air-

craft. I feel that when a man is in top physical trim

it helps him meet the stresses and strains of life; in

aviation it helps him get his mind off emotionally

distressing problems.

In supersonic jet aviation a pilot cannot afford for

a moment to have his mind distracted. Even on the

ground, preparing his plane for flight, the slightest

oversight on his part could lead to his death in the

air, on takeoff, or on landing. Ground preparation

is such a time-consuming, serious business that I have
seen the most extroverted jet aviators in almost

Jekyll-and-Hyde personalities on the field. One mo-
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ment they'd be engaged in lighthearted banter

with a buddy or the ground crew; then, as they

approached the plane to go through the pre-flight

check, it would seem almost as though they had
shpped on a new personality—grim, tough, oblivious

to the world, oblivious to all sounds and movements
* outside.'' They'd feel nothing, hear nothing, see

nothing, do nothing that did not pertain to the air-

plane or the crew working with them.

I was later to acquire another reputation on ac-

count of my insistence on keeping fit. It happened
in Cuba, where the squadron had been sent to take

part in supersonic gunnery training around Guan-
tanamo. Supersonic gunnery is not for listless, in-

decisive personalities. Whether firing at stationary

or moving targets you must call upon every ounce of

concentration and energy at your command. But
when in addition you happen to be a fighter pilot,

alone in your cockpit, flying, fighting, navigating,

aiming, deciding, firing, observing results, you must,

in effect, become a supersonic personality, equally

as fast in yoin: thinking, equally as proficient and
smooth in your movements as that conglomerate

mass of engineering and science under your control.

Therefore, diu*ing the several weeks the squadron
was in Guantanamo, I allowed no compromise with

physical fitness. When we were flying, every pilot,

every member of the ground crew had to adhere to

a strict regimen of adequate .^j^^, exercise, and sleep.

As for the ground crew, if^^ey were to go out at

night, prior to being on duty the next morning,

they nevertheless had to show up bright-eyed and
alert, as if they had had a good night's rest. I had
seen too many near-fatal errors committed by sleepy

crewmen. I remember when a drowsy crewman, in-

stead of pouring oil into an engine, poured hydraulic

fluid. The error was discovered when another crew-

man happened to see the empty hydraulic fluid can
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near the oil cap and in checking discovered the error.

Had the error gone unnoticed, the pilot would have

flown in an airplane showing a "normar' oil pres-

sure reading, but he probably would never have

lived to account for the cause of his engine-failure.

While a pilot does his own checking on the ground
and it is a deadly serious business, he cannot get "in-

side'' the airplane, such as a maintenance mechanic
might, nor can the pilot be around to observe every

Httle thing his crewmen might do in pre-flighting an
airplane. To a great extent, the pilot places his life

in his crew's hands.

I watched my ground crews carefully, as I did my
pilots. But I did not go out with them socially and,

therefore, couldn't always be certain where they

were going, what they were doing, what time they

went to bed. Since all of us had worked hard and
tensely during the week, I encouraged my men,
pilots and ground crew, to go out and have fun on
weekends, let off steam, relax a bit. But one weekend
the groimd crew apparently went too far. They got

loose in the local "Rum Locker," as they called it.

When I showed up on the field next day for an
early morning flight, I could sense something was
wrong. It wasn't the same; a certain "zip" was lack-

ing. After making a few judicious inquiries and learn-

ing about the "rum locker" affair, I ordered my first

sergeant to rouse the entire crew and muster them
on the field, immediately! Within minutes, all the

men were there, and never in my life had I seen such

a bleary-eyed, dishevelled rogue's gallery, row after

row. If ever I had seen men standing at attention,

their eyes closed, sound asleep, it was then, in the

dreary gray light of dawn. I went up and down the

ranks, looking at each man, forcing them to hold

their eyes open wide. I had never seen so many red

eyeballs in my life! Naturally, upon being questioned,

not one had been out drinking; not one had gone to
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bed after ten p.m.; each and every one of them had
been good Httle boys and had obeyed the old man's

wishes. Nonetheless, I made it plain, in a brief but

stem lectm-e, that I did not beHeve one of them; and
if ever I caught anyone again reporting for duty with

red eyeballs, I'd throw the book at him.

Thus did I gain a reputation for a rather unusual

disciplioary technique: "Look out for Col. Rankin. He
runs a tough outfit. He holds eyeball inspection every

morning."

In my view, a ubiquitous sense of humor in a

squadron is always a pretty good indication of its

esprit de corps. The morale of 122 was high. The
oflBcers and enlisted men worked hard and flew hard.

Oiu: eflBciency, owe imblemished safety record, be-

came the talk of the Marine Corps, and all hands
were proud to be on the team. As a matter of fact,

they took pains to exhibit their pride to be certain

they'd be unmistakably identified with Squadron
122. The oflBcers ordered custom-tailored blue blazers

with silver buttons bearing the squadron iosignia;

their wives made evening-wear sashes with the squad-

ron insignia; and the erJisted men wore blue shirts

with the squadron iasignia. We had many parties and
went to many parties, together, in our blue blazers.

We even had our own squadron song, written by
several enhsted men and officers, and we'd sing it any-

where, anytime, at the blink of an eye. Once, we
flew to Parris Island and stormed into the officer's

club there, singiag our song. It was evening, after

dinner, and many ground officers were in the cock-

tail lounge, with wives and girl friends, enjoying a

quiet drink. There has always been gentle banter

between ground officers and flying officers, in all the

services, on the subject of ffight pay and the fact that

flying officers are "richer" than their ground col-

leagues. Consequently, the real hilarity began when
one of our pilots, marching and singing with us, car-
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ried in a huge parachute bag. Pinned to the bag
were several dollar bills, and a sign, "Flight Pay."

As soon as we had finished our song, he tossed the

bag on the bar and shouted, "Drinks are on 1221''

But the bag held only paper, not dollar bills, and
someone had to pay the penalty for frustration. One
of our pilots found himself, fully clothed, in a swim-
ming pool outside the club; sensing possible intimi-

dation when the crowd went looking for another,

more responsible, officer to take an involuntary dip,

I made a tactical withdrawal.

Toward the end of 1957, 122 was handed a prize

package that caused considerable excitement; it had
been selected to organize itself as the first truly

supersonic jet squadron in the Marine Corps, flying

the ultimate in Naval aviation, the Chance-Vought
F8U Crusader. Merely being selected for this was
an honor. For me it was doubly joyous news because

with new airplanes and a new squadron to be or-

ganized, I felt rd remain as squadron commander
for at least another year.

News that we were to reorganize to fly the F8U
Crusader came after we had been ordered to Beau-

fort, South Carolina, to open an auxiliary Marine
air station, now permanent headquarters for 122.

After 122 moved in, the town of Beaufort took on a

new, more Uvely air, as though there had been an
invasion of a cast from a Broadway musical comedy.
But it was nothing compared with what was to come,

because reorganization for Crusader flying gave us a

meticulously hand-picked squadron—all of whom
had an intense passion for being associated with

supersonic jet aviation and with what we felt was
then, and may still be, the 'Tiottest thing" in opera-

tional aviation. After we had become a Crusader
squadron, 122's esprit de corps was the "hottest



The Man Who Rode The Thunder 99

thing** I had seen in my entire Marine Corps career.

It took a Httle bit of doing for Beaufort to grow ac-

customed to "afterburner** salutes.

The afterburner is used for a wide variety of ma-
neuvers, such as going quickly from subsonic to super-

sonic speeds, accelerated steep climbing, or taking

a swift waveoff while attempting to land because for

some reason the landing may be deemed unsafe. A
pilot may sometimes notch his afterburner when
taking off. It touches off a roaring explosion and fire

shoots out the rear as though the craft has suddenly

become a flaming meteor. It*s impressive, if not fright-

ening to spectators, and to pilots the sensation at the

moment is one of being slammed in the tail by some
massive force. Ground crews always enjoy the sight

and soimd of a notched afterburner, especially when
the pilot zooms in low over the field to do it as a
salute to them.

We had moved to Beaufort in September, 1957,

but did not receive the Crusader airplanes until the

following January. Still, much remained to be done
in the interim. Organizing a squadron to fly and
train in aircraft to be employed for the first time in

the Marine Corps required months of careful plan-

ning. As squadron commander, I felt an awesome re-

sponsibiHty.

I was not merely acting as caretaker for more than

$30,000,000 worth of airplanes and perhaps as many
milHons of dollars for the purchase of fuel, suppHes
and maintenance. A far greater responsibiUty was
picking the right men to fly the planes and thereafter

watching them hourly, day by day, making certain

nothing happened to lessen their skills, their alert-

ness and, indeed, their very passion for supersonic

flying.

If jet flying had become a new dimension of avia-

tion, then the swept-wing Crusader was a new di-

mension in jets. It was the type of aircraft in which
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you could notch your afterburner and go super-

sonic almost before you had time to reaUze what to

do next. It was the type of aircraft in which you flew

at supersonic speeds as routinely as you had cruised

at subsonic speeds in other jets, a type so aerody-

namically "clean" that a mere dent in the wing could

prove disastrous during supersonic maneuvers. As
an operational aircraft, its design has, perhaps,

reached the limit of the human brain's abihty to con-

trol certain operational responses. The Crusaders
roll and yaw stabiht\% for instance, is largely under
the control, not of the pilot, but an electronic sys-

tem, because even the shghtest error in correcting

a roll or yaw at supersonic speeds might provoke
fatal Q forces.

A Crusader pilot has to be so in love with super-

sonic a\dation that, if he were married, his Crusader
would have to be his second true love, requiring all

the passion, all the fidelit\% all the devotion of his

first love. A conflict betw^een both loves—as, for ex-

ample, a wiie who has tired of the suspenseful wait-

ing for her husband to return safely from a supersonic

gmmery range, or who has tired of her husband's

constant cross-countr}^ flights, w^eekend departures,

night-fl>dLng tactics—such a conflict germinates seeds

of sorrow, regrets, distractions—disasterl Handpick-
ing men for the Crusader, therefore, required a cer-

taiu indefinable sixth sense.

I had been given carte blanche authority to hand-

pick the men for the reorganization. But in doing so

I sought the assistance of better and more experienced

men from the group, one of whom was Col. Jack

Dalton, executive oflBcer of Marine Air Group 32, to

which Squadron 122 was attached.

Col. Dalton and I went through all the records of

the squadron personnel, carefully seeking not merely

capable men but men w4io had shown a real personal

desire to fly, a desire motivated by passion, not
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flight pay. Col. Dalton, a few years my senior, was
an ideal man to work with. He was an outstanding

aviator, had commanded many squadrons and like

me beheved earnestly in the importance of physical

fitness for aviators. A neat, well-built man with a

tremendous sense of responsibihty, hard-driving,

serious-minded, he was the kind of man who could

look at a pilot's face and say, "That man doesn't

really hke flying. Get rid of him,"" or, 'That man is a

good pilot, but he detests being a fighter pilot and
he's going to end up in trouble''; and invariably his

predictions would materialize, although at first there

may not have been overt signs warranting such
characterizations.

In spite of our careful selectivity, difficulties did

develop for a few of our pilots, whom we had to

later ^'ease out" of the squadron. Fortunately, sixth

sense enabled us to discern the difficulties before

tragedy could strike. We took no chances. In one
case, one of our best pilots seemed to be having un-

usual difficulty in night flying, which requires alert

and constant concentration on instruments, there

being not a shade of tolerance for distractions. I

asked the flight surgeon to call him in, and it de-

veloped that the pilot had been having spats with

his wife. She detested night flying. She worried. She
nagged. For the sake of the pilot's life and a miUion-

dollar airplane, we discreetly had him transferred

to non-flying duties.

However, we were to reap a valuable dividend for

the great amount of time we had invested in oin:

painstaking efforts : in spite of the necessity for plan-

ning everything from scratch for an entirely new
squadron, new type of flying, and new training syl-

labus, by the time I had relinquished command, after

more than a year with the F8U, 122 had achieved a
safety record beyond all expectations. At present,

this safety achievement remains a Marine Corps
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record, and was a great source of pride for every man,
from mechanic to aviator, in the squadron.

At times, our flight safety record so impressed high

ranking oflBcers that they came to see for themselves

what we were doing and how we were doing it.

Equally important, our safety record bolstered the

wives' morale, making it easier on the pilots.

But we were prouder still that we had shaped 122

into a highly proficient combat-ready organization,

for which we had received numerous oflBcial and
personal compliments from high ranking officers

throughout the Corps. One of my superiors told me
that he had sent a report to Headquarters, Marine
Corps, in which he stated that "122 has established

a record with the F8U supersonic aircraft that is

unequalled in the history of Naval aviation/^ One
of our most valued compliments came from Col.

Jack Dalton, when he told me that "122 is the ulti-

mate in a squadron,'^ and added, with feeling, "I

don't, think another squadron will ever be put to-

gether that will equal it. Bill."

These compliments were our most cherished

badges of distinction because we felt we had ful-

filled the principal mission of the Marine Corps, to

be combat-ready. As a matter of fact, so highly did

122 regard its accomplishments and esprit de corps

that when the Lebanon crisis developed and Ameri-

can troops were ordered there, we promptly offered

our services to higher-echelon headquarters, ready

to fly an entire fighter squadron across the Atlantic

on an hour s notice. We had planned the flight down
to its most intimate detail, even as to where and how
we were to refuel in flight over the Atlantic. It was
the squadron's feeling that if the Russians had be-

come involved in that Middle East incident, we
could have met their finest supersonic aircraft, and
we could have outflown them and outfought them
with such decisiveness that the F8U would have be-
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come another major weapon of deterrence in Ameri-
ca's arsenal.

I had been asked often by visiting Marine Corps
oflBcers and officers from other services why it was
that Squadron 122's esprit de corps was such that

even when we paraded as a squadron we stood out,

why it was that we did so many things together and
did it so well.

My sincerest answer was first to credit all the men
in the squadron, pointing out that we had dehber-

ately chosen the best men and this in itself was a

substantial factor. Without good men, the best com-
mander in the world might as well stay home and
read a book; no amount of good theory or practice

will help. But having good men I sought to make
the most of them by setting examples, by trusting

them, by delegating authority and then letting them
exercise that authority with a minimum of iater-

ference, if any, from me. If they flew hard, I tried

to fly harder. If I told them I had confidence in their

abilities, I meant it exactly that way and would
never do anything to betray that confidence; if any-

thing I would do all in my power to bolster it.

I recall an unforgettable occasion when the ground
crew had damaged a wing on my own plane. It was
a scar, or groove, on the underside of the end wing
panel, rather deep and about eighteen inches long.

The book said this would cause instability at super-

sonic speeds and could not be repaired but would
have to be replaced; a new panel would cost thou-

sands of dollars.

Our safety record during the few months we had
been equipped with the plane was unmarred, but

now I would have to report such a large anticipated

expenditure. Gloom was everywhere.

Calhng the men together, I re-emphasized the

seriousness of the business we were in, told them
how expensive such an accident was, and warned
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them to be careful. I complimented them, however,

on their honesty and integrity in reporting the mat-
ter immediately.

Later the senior metalsmith came to me and said

he thought he could repair it, and save both a wing
change and the safety record. It sounded impossible

in the face of what the engineer's manual had to say,

but the men were confident he could do it; while

I prepared to order a new wing section, I told him
he could try.

The metalsmith went to work with his assistants;

all that night they labored, with infinite care—filling,

sanding, patiently hand-rubbing. When I came to

work the next morning, I was proudly told that the

wing was repaired and ready for my inspection. I

could scarcely believe what I saw: even a close look

revealed not the slightest trace of damage.
But, was it safe to fly? It had to be tested and I

had to do it. I called the plant and the engineers

told me that if it was a smooth enough finish and
the filling held, it might work. But they warned me
to be extra careful when I hit supersonic speeds.

With the entire crew gathered at the edge of the

field, I took the plane up and put it through various

tests. As I watched my Mach needle wind up beyond
the speed of soiuid, I was apprehensive. But, after

climbing, diving and cautiously meaneuvering to

increase the g load, without feeling the least indica-

tion of aerodynamic instability, my doubts vanished.

I had promised the men I would make a "biuner

run'' over them if all went well. Now, convinced that

the amazing repair job was a success, I swooped in

low and notched the burner. Looking down, I could

see the men jumping around gleefully and throwing

their hats in the air. But it was after landing that I

was told the fantastic part of the operation.

The job had mainly been done with a fender re-

pair kit purchased at a local auto supply store. The
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kit had cost $1.98. I used the same plane during

the remainder of my stay with the squadron for

hundreds of additional hours of flying without any
trouble. (Since the squadron was sworn to secrecy,

this is the first time the story has been released.

Aeronautical engineers please take note.)

The process of building the squadron, however,

had to begin with a few pilots who were to be
checked out in the F8U, after which they would in

turn check out the remainder of the squadron.

The first stage in the process called for five of us,

plus crewmen, to go down to the Chance-Vought
plant in Dallas, where we would spend several weeks
acquiring famiharization with the FSU's design and
construction characteristics through a series of lec-

tinres to be given by Chance-Vought's designers, en-

gineers, mechanics and maintenance experts. Then
five of our FSU's were to be dehvered by ferry

pilots to Moffatt Field, California, where pilots at-

tached to a Navy squadron had already been checked
out in the F8U and would give us the check out;

thereafter, we were to return to Beaufort and start

accepting dehveries of F8U's for the remainder of

the squadron.

Our first sight of the F8U at the Chance-Vought
plant was breathtaking. With a wingspan of about

thirty-nine feet, measuring almost sixty feet from the

tip of the fuselage to the tail, the top of the tail

standing about eighteen feet high, and the wings

swept back almost forty degrees from the fuselage,

it looked as slick and as powerful as an arrow-shaped

rocket lying down. We were impressed by the huge-

ness of the air scoop up front, big enough for two
adults to crawl through. We were impressed by the

pilot's seat, so far forward on the fuselage, in front

of the wings, that it sat at the very tip of the plane

and a rear-view mirror was needed for the pilot to

see the wings. But most impressive of all was the
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design of the wings. It was the first supersonic air-

plane to employ what is known as a "variable inci-

dence'' wing; in eflFect, a two-position wing, providing

added lift for takeoffs and landings. When raised by
hydrauhc lifts, actuated by a special handle in the

cockpit, the wings look as though they are rising

straight up the sides of the fuselage on an elevator,

taking part of the fuselage with them.

I was even more impressed when I sat in the cock-

pit for the first time on the afternoon of our arrival.

It was as if I were perched, slanting upwards, in

midair and could see nothing outside but the blue

sky above me; there before me in the cockpit was
the most complex but most orderly arrangement of

instruments I had ever seen. That same day, after

we had heard and seen an F8U zoom over us in an
afterburner run, all of us, like excited children see-

ing a starthngly new toy for the first time, could

hardly do anything but talk about the F8U and that

wonderful, wonderful day when we'd get behind the

controls and take it up for the first time.

At the Chance-Vought plant, where we remained
about two weeks, we received an average of eight

hours of instruction daily, including talks v^th the

F8U's civilian test pilots, and we devoted nights to

reading technical literature on the plane and re-

viewing our own notes. This was the first time I had
gone through such an intensive check out, starting

from scratch at the plant, and the experience virtually

electrified my mind. I could not absorb too much
history or information about the F8U.

Apparently, a similar enthusiasm had infected its

makers. The history of the F8U begain in the fall of

1952, when the Navy requested aircraft manufac-
turers to submit designs for a tactical plane that

could hit Mach One or more in level flight. In May,
1953, the contract was awarded to Chance-Vought
and in about two years the plane was being test
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flown, ahead of schedule. No doubt the F8U's ad-

ditional power in climbing and in high-altitude per-

formance impressed our top defense planners, for in

the President's 1957 fiscal budget message there

appeared this simple statement: "There will be sub-

stantial procurement of the Navy's new supersonic

F8U."
We learned also that the Crusader had won a

nation-wide speed record in 1956, hitting more than

1,000 mph and that it could operate with ease and
power at altitudes above 50,000 feet; and we'd prob-

ably be cruising in it routinely at Mach One or more,

at 40,000-plus altitude. In effect, Chance-Vought's

designers had taken a powerful jet engine with an

afterburner, the Pratt & Whittney J57, which hangs
imder the Crusader, and then built the rest of the

plane around it, "pulling out all the aerodynamic
stops,'' as one magazine put it. Every time I looked

at the F8U at the plant, I could almost feel its sleek

power, even though it stood statically on the field.

Day by day, as the engineers explained and demon-
strated the various hydrauhc and electronic systems,

through "stripped" versions of the plane, I was stunned

at the complexity of the aircraft, the enormity of its

engineering, and could feel only a sense of humility

that all I had to do was fly it. We arrived at Moffatt

Field in early January, 1958, and spent about five

weeks getting checked out in the F8U. After ad-

ditional ground classes with the Navy F8U pilots

and passing a written examination on the F8U, we
started flying. I'll never forget the first day I went
up, not only was I the first of our group to go up
and thrill at the experience, but fate had played a

cruel, almost unnerving trick. Earlier that day, one of

the Navy men had crashed, burned and died in an
F8U as we all stood on the field watching—learning!
During the first few minutes of my baptismal

flight, I had the peculiar sensation that the plane
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was a speeding, fiery monster and I only a passenger.

I was much too busy scanning instruments even to

feel that I had anything to do with the controls. But
after giving it full throttle, going supersonic in level

flight for the first time, doing a few maneuvers, and
several touch-and-go landings, I knew I was the boss.

Upon landing, I was utterly elated. As I hopped out

of the plane, bouncing on the ground I could hardly

contain myself; I vigorously slapped a waiting Navy
crewman on the back and exclaimed, "BoyI She's a

great machine!" The poor sailor muttered "Yes, sir,''

as he straightened his cap. I went directly to a near-

by Western Union oflBce and sent a telegram to the

squadron back at Beaufort: FLEW THE BIG BIRD
TODAY. WHAT A MACHINE!
What had thrilled me most in the plane was the

speed and smoothness with which, upon notching

the afterburner, the plane went from subsonic to

supersonic speeds, the Mach indicator moving so fast

it seemed as though there were no limit to the plane's

thrust. Maneuverability was equally astonishing,

especially when I had pulled tight turns at super-

sonic speeds, something that would have been fatal

in yesterday's "obsolete" plane.

After we had all checked out, we flew the F8Us
back to Beaufort, but not until we had made a

formation fly-by at the Marine Corps' El Toro air

station in California, just to let the boys know Squad-
ron 122 was going into a new business. As we ap-

proached Beaufort, it also occurred to me that no
one there had seen or heard an afterburner run. I

called the tower for permission to buzz the squadron
area, and then notched the afterburner. Everyone
knew we were back.

By late May, 1958, all our pilots had checked out

in the F8U, and we launched our training program
with intensity. We kept meticulous notes, frequently

reviewing our work to seek improvement, eliminate
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errors, and maintain records that would be useful

to future Marine Corps F8U squadrons, of which

there are now between eight and ten in operation

most of the time.

Usually, the amount and type of training for a

squadron is prescribed by higher echelon head-

quarters, where the generals and their staflF determine

the type of mission for which each squadron must
become and remain combat-ready. It is the squad-

ron commander's responsibility to pursue the train-

ing syllabus and report periodically on the combat
status of his squadron. Combat-readiness is reported

in various ways: as a percentage of over-all readi-

ness for the squadron, as a percentage of readiness

of each pilot in the squadron, and as percentages of

readiness of maintenance, supply, and administra-

tion. There is nothing haphazard about a training

syllabus, but since we were the first F8U squadron
in the Corps, future plans and missions would depend
to a great extent on any and all information we could

pass on. A number of the techniques we had gen-

erated were incorporated in training manuals.

We devised, for example, a technique of giving a

pilot a "taxi" checkout. He would take his plane out

and prior to takeoflF do everything necessary to fly

the plane, even to the point of releasing his brakes,

but stopping short of actual takeoff. In that way we
could be reasonably certain whether he was prepared
to fly alone. In a fighter plane like the F8U, there is

no room for a second man, no one to sit at your side

or behind you and say, "No, don't touch that or

don't do this." A pilot in another plane will fly along-

side, observing, maintaining radio contact; other-

wise, you're alone, and there is no loneliness deeper,

more awesome, than when you're in a supersonic jet

and don't know what to do next.

The loneliness of doubt and hesitancy, however,
cannot last long in a plane like the F8U. In an after-
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burner takeoff, for example, you have only seconds

in which to scan your maze of instriiments to decide

whether you should "abort'' the takeoff or continue;

a moment's indecisiveness can be fatal. And it's a

decision you may have to make not once, but almost

every time you make an afterburner takeoff, which
in tactical training is often. Consequently, there can

be httle or no latitude in the physical and mental dis-

cipline demanded of supersonic jet aviators.

Perhaps one of the most diflBcult disciplines for

a pilot of a high-altitude, high-performance airplane

like the F8U is acquiring instinctive responses to

emergency situations and placing complete trust in

his instnmients.

At high altitudes we may become aflBicted with a

condition we call *Tiigh altitude myopia." Especially

in the F8U, sitting at the extreme tip of the fuselage,

you often can see nothing, except the instnmient

panel. Your eyes are constantly focused in the cock-

pit or staring into space, and when you happen to

glance out after focusing in the cockpit you may not

see another airplane flying at you or past you within

a hundred feet.

As for instinctive responses in an emergency, I can
think of no more dramatic proof than the remarkable

recovery made by one of my younger, more aggressive

heutenants, John Glen, the Texan. Shortly after Glen
had checked out in the F8U and was moving into

the tactics phase, he went on a tactics hop. Deter-

mined to out-maneuver his opponent, he exceeded

his roll hmitations and ended up with his plane tum-
bhng through space out of control, like a large block

of wood. As it slowed down, it went into a spin,

with Glen being tossed around violently in the cock-

pit. As he tried to come back on the throttle, he was
tossed to one side, the throttle was shoved into cut-

off position and his engine flamed out. As he reached
for his emergency power package to get power for

i
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a re-light, he accidentally hit the emergency canopy
handle instead, and the canopy blew oflF with a loud

rush of wind. Now his position was extremely serious,

but he remained calm, called on his training and
acted instinctively. He managed to get his power
package out, finally pulled out of the spin, was able

to get a re-light in his engine, then went home and
landed safely. When he came into the ready-room
later, he was entirely calm, as if what had happened
had been part of the training program.

Impulsively, I said, "That was the most fantastic

thing IVe ever seen!"

Unperturbed, he replied, "Sir, you should have
seen it from the cockpit.''

Another important reason for a supersonic jet

pilot's faith in his instruments is a condition known
to pilots as vertigo, in which, without visual reference

to the ground or the horizon, his instruments may
tell him that he is in nice straight and level flight but

he doesn't believe it because he "feels" as though he
is in a climb, or turn, or even upside down. Then,
not believing his instruments, he may attempt to

*level off," actually ending in anything but straight

and level flight. In a supersonic jet if you doubt
your instruments for even a second, it may be your

last doubt.

I happened to be checking out one of my lieu-

tenants on a cross country flight when vertigo and
momentary doubt in instruments brought the squad-

ron about as close as it had ever come to losing a

plane and a man.
We were on our way back to the base at Beaufort

on a lovely day in May. It was one of the clearest,

most beautiful days I'd ever seen in the air. From a

position of straight and level flight we could look

down and see an area of perhaps ten thousand square

miles, and in a glance take in that exquisite mosaic

that is California from the the air—valley, snow-
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capped mountains, desert, ocean, and the lush green-

ery of vernal forests.

But, later, after we had refueled at Dallas, we
learned that the weather was closing in over Beau-

fort and we might have to make a "penetration,''

descent through overcast for a landing. After we
had just passed east of Atlanta, the heutenant called

me on the radio, a note of desperation in his voice:

"Tiger One, this is Tiger Two. Do you hear me?"
I repHed, "Tiger Two, I hear you. Anything

wrong?''

"Tiger One," he said, "I don't think I'm transferring

all my wing fuel."

"Roger, Tiger Two. What does your main tank say

now?"
"I'm down to 1,200 pounds."

Unable to transfer fuel, this meant there was now
barely enough fuel in his main tank to make Beau-
fort and no chance of getting to an alternate field.

Under ordinary loud-and-clear circumstances there

would have been no concern. But with bad weather
over Beaufort, I wanted to be certain that he could

make the penetration. Otherwise, according to my
calculations, he might not have suflBcient fuel for a

second attempt around the field. Moreover, if it

should be really "closed in" at Beaufort, we'd prob-

ably have to penetrate with the assistance of GCA
(ground control approach), in which a controller on
the field, making use of radar and radio-voice

communications, would have to "talk" us down. There-

fore, having considerably more experience in instru-

ments and knowing that he had never made a GCA
penetration under situations other than simulated

training, I decided to have him fly on my wing.

Typical of supersonic jet flying, it was a decision I

had to make in less time than it perhaps took to read

this paragraph.

I called him back. "Tiger Two, this is Tiger One.
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Stick tight on my wing. Take it easy. Well have to

head for Beaufort, straight in.'' Then I briefed him on

how to follow me through the penetration.

When we slipped under 6,000 feet it was obvious

that we were going to have to penetrate through

dense overcast in which visibihty might not be more
than 100 to 200 feet. But glancing out, I could see he
was sticking tight enough on my wing to see me.

Then I called again.

*'Tiger Two, we're going to transition (raise the

wing, lower the wheels for landing ) after I've slowed

down. Follow me."

"Roger," he replied confidently.

He was a short, hefty young man with the build

of a strong wrestler. He was a good pilot and had
taken his physical fitness seriously; in fact, I had
considered him one of my flying and weightlifting

proteges and had every confidence in him. I looked

over at him, smiled encouragingly; he nodded to in-

dicate that everything was fine. About then GCA
called:

"Tiger One, we have you on radar contact. Make
a turn to the left to 300 degrees, then back to three-

two-zero." This was their way of being certain that

it was us that they had on radar. As soon as we com-
pleted the identification maneuver, GCA called

again.

"Tiger One, we have you." It was an enormous
rehef. GCA continued, "Now we're going to bring

you in on approach to runway four. Continue let-

ting down and level off at 1,500 feet."

Then as I started an easy right hand turn, I could
barely see him on my wing. We were in almost solid

"soup." I made a tight turn, and suddenly his voice

broke in. "Tiger One, Vve lost your He sounded
frantic and had every reason to be. At our rate of

speed, now below 1,000 feet, headed down, lacking

orientation, he could crash in seconds. I reacted
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instinctively, forgetting formal radio talk. "O.K.,

now. Level your wing. Regain your attitude and
take up your last assigned course and altitude." Then,
after a momentary pause, I shouted "hreakr to let

him know that I was now going to talk to someone
else. I called the field. "GCA, pick him up and
work him in. I'm taking a waveoff and I'm going to

climb back to altitude to get out of your way." I

raised my landing gear, lowered my wing, notched
my afterburner and shot up to 20,000 feet. Then I

heard him talking to GCA. "This is Tiger Two. I'm

level now at 1,000 feet, heading about three-zero-

zero."

"Roger," said GCA. "We have you.*"

From then on, he was on his own. He^d have to

make it down the first time, or take a waveoff and
eject immediately because he would surely not have
enough fuel to try again or climb to a higher, safer

altitude for ejection. But from his voice I knew that

he had not lost his presence of mind and was doing

what comes naturally to a well trained Crusader

pilot. I was proud of him, but I was sweating it out

with him. Within the next sixty seconds, I'd either

have good news, or tragic news. I could hear GCA
working him in with a few "S" turns and then the

expert who would land him took over. "This is your

final controller now," said the voice, "taking over.

Do not acknowledge any further transmissions. Start

your rate of descent at 500 feet a minute. You are

now above glide path . . . slightly above glide path

.... coming down on glide path OIV

glide path .... holding glide path holding

nicely you're one mile to touch-down
.... you're now below GCA minimum, take over

visually .... now over touchdown point . . . take

over and land."

Then I heard the same voice, "Tiger One. Come on
in. He's on the deck."
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I sighed deeply, opened transmission to GCA and
said, "Roger, boys. Thanks a lot/'

GCA came back. "Tiger One, are you composed
enough to make a landing now?" I could almost see

them smiling in the control tower.

"Anytime," I answered. "iVe got lots of fuel."

When I landed, I went directly to the ready room
to ask the lieutenant how come he had "lost" me in

the overcast.

"Colonel," he said, "I was doing nicely on your

wing then all of a sudden I felt as if I were flat on
my back. Yeah, vertigo! I couldn't believe it. I took

a quick glance again at my instruments and when
I looked back you were gone. When I finally got

oriented, I was in a steep climbing turn to the right."

That position at his speed and altitude was perhaps

as close as he shall ever come to a fatal spin.

During most of the remaining year and until I was
relieved of command in June, 1959, Squadron 122

averaged about 500 hours of flying a month. Com-
bined with oxu- perfect safety record, we were con-

fident we had set not merely a record that had
brought us many compliments, but an important

precedent in Marine Corps aviation. We had demon-
strated that a high-altitude, high-performance tacti-

cal squadron can become combat-ready in a relatively

short time, if all hands are eager and dedicated.

Naturally, we could not "prove" our techniques

because there is only one ultimate test for combat-
readiness and it is the one test we always pray shall

never be forced upon us. But there are certain

demonstrations, apart from the secret data filed with

headquarters, which can be fairly obvious and con-

vincing to those who can appreciate the finer points

of supersonic aviation.

I have in mind, for example, such things as forma-

tion takeoffs, precision fly-bys, acrobatics and dog-
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fights. In this realm, we had given a number of

"demonstrations" (part of training) which were, we
proudly felt, rather impressive.

These are highly skilled maneuvers, and the deadly
seriousness and difficulty of such operations is dis-

cernible even to a layman. All you need do is visit

a supersonic jet field and observe one F8U pilot and
his crew preflighting, preparing for a takeoff. A yel-

low power cart is off to one side, "perhaps on a jeep,

a crewman standing by to start the generator that

will dehver power to the plane through a pair of

thick cables plugged into its side. The pilot and his

crew chief circle the airplane, slowly, carefully,

grimly, checking everything from the condition of

the "skin'* to the inside of the airscoop. Two other

crewmen, who have performed their necessary prepa-

rations, are standing by attentively at a respectful

distance, ready to respond if the pilot should merely

lift a finger or raise an eyebrow. Now it's quiet,

deathly quiet. Nobody talks. The pilot, standing be-

side the plane, may utter only a word or two now
and then, perhaps a succinct question while pointing

to a part of the plane: New wheel? Yes, sir. Checked?
YeSy sir. Good.
Now ready, the crew assists the pilot into his G-

suit and his torso harness, helps him adjust the

straps, one of them holding the pilot's helmet and
oxygen mask; the pilot checks the revolver strapped

around his chest in a shoulder holster, feels the lower

part of his right leg for the jungle knife, taps the

padded parts of his G-suit, checks the tautness of his

torso harness, slips his helmet on, is assisted into the

plane, which, with canopy open, juts up at a sharp

angle like the open mouth of a plastic serpent, snaps

his torso harness onto the parachute and is now a

part of the airplane that will fire him out in his seat

in the event of emergency. The pilot quickly glances

about him, looks satisfied, signals; power is shot
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through the lines, now the air is filled with the noise

of a roaring jet engine. Talk is impossible. But there

is still more checking: the moving parts of the air-

plane, the tail, rudders, variable incidence wing,

instruments in the cockpit. The entire crew partici-

pates, each at a station, each responding to sets of

dehberate, precise, hand signals from the pilot, each
in turn replying with similar hand signals. Now every-

thing about the plane—the pilot, the crew, the color-

ful power cart, the noise, the dangling hoses—seem
to blend with imcanny perfection, a symphony of

sights and sounds and a knot of men staging a ballet

of hand movements. Finally, there's a rapid cre-

scendo; the ballet disappears, the yellow cart sHps

away, the canopy is down, the serpent is now a

blazing streamlined metallic monster waiting, at a

signal, to ease gently toward the taxi line, where its

engine will roar louder than ever in a final run-up

check, and at another signal will zoom down the

runway, its afterburner suddenly belching a huge
tail of flame, shattering the air with a deafening

explosion.

Multiply this scene by as many planes as there

may be in a division takeoff (four) or a squadron

takeoff (twenty to thirty); while it may be impres-

sive, colorful, noisy, and perhaps thriUing to the lay

observer, it is, to the veteran aviator, to the Wing
or Group commander, to the general who may need

to order that flight into immediate combat, a dra-

matic demonstration of technical proficiency, a cli-

matic performance of men and movement, of timing

and coordination, of discipline and training, the pay-

off for many months of painstaking rehearsals in

which the perils of the supersonic age liurked con-

stantly offstage.

It was thus with great pride that we had been able

to produce many division and squadron takeoffs.
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smoothly, accident-free, and to receive the accolades

of professional critics.

We had performed at many places. We had made
many cross-eountiy flights to California, zooming
across in four to five hours, with so many di\lsion

and squadron fly-bys, landings and takeoffs that a

somewhat perplexed Marine Corps commanding
general at a West Coast air station once asked me
whether I was attached to his Wing.
My work with Squadron 122, my association with

its happy, aggressive, disciplined, outstanding avia-

tors was a labor of intense, imswerving love. I did

ever\-thing possible to remain \^ith them as long as

possible, but I knew that the inevitable would come.

No squadron commander can remain for ver\' long

widi one squadron; like his a\'iators he must eventu-

ally move on to other duties, perhaps where he and
his a\'iators may utilize experience to greater advan-

tage, in administrative or planning assignments, or

training in new ampliibious techniques. After ap-

proximateh' two years \^ith 122, an unusually long

time for a squadron command, some of my colleagues

were beginning to ask whether my 122 assignment

was my "twihght tour." Are you going to retire after

122?

As June of 1959 approached I passed my second

year with the squadron, and learned that the end
was near; the squadron was to be broken up and
rephased, with many new pilots being assigned to

it. I couldn't bear to watch the break-up; I asked to

be reheved.

When the men heard I was going they decided to

give me a going away present: all hands would start

at dawn in a massive attempt to set an aU-time,
|

one-day record for flying in an FSU squadron. They I

wanted to fly 122 hours as a final tribute for Squad-

ron 122. I gave permission and requested the honor

of flying the first and last hops of the day.
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We secured early the night before, in order to get

plenty of rest; we might be on the go from dawn
to midnight in the attempt.

When I arrived early next morning, I was amazed
to see so many men and so much activity. The duty
officer told me proudly that most of the men had
been there since four o'clock, and that some of the

check crews had actually worked all night, preparing

the planes.

My last day with the squadron began with me
leading a flight of four in a dawn-shattering takeoff,

the four powerful afterburners belching flame and
thunder at the mere nod of my head. The show was
on and we met the sun coming up behind our hangar
as my wheels left the runway.

All that day the air was charged with squadron
spirit. The men refused to leave the working area

for lunch, so I had food brought to them. By three

P.M. my calculations told me not only that we would
make it, but that we would do it long before mid-

night, as had originally been planned.

By early evening the time had come for the last

hop. Even the sudden violent thrust of the after-

burner couldn't jolt the melancholy out of me as I

made my last takeoff v^ith 122.

A few minutes later, the duty officer called me on
the radio and said we had attained our goal and the

troops were waiting for me to land. I came in low

and notched my burner right over the hangar, just

as I had done when I brought the F8U into the

squadron in early 1958, and so many times thereafter.

As my wheels touched the runway, I saw the sun go

down behind our hangar. An era in my life was over.

When I taxied in, the men paraded onto the field

carrying a large sign—122 FOR 122—the record still

stands. I stood up in the coclq)it and thanked them,

then we posed for photos with their big sign. The
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atmosphere was alive with the feehng of accom-
phshment.
As I left the field, I knew there would never again

be for me an experience as overpowering as com-
mand of 122. I felt that, from there on, anything

else would be stale and flat by comparison. I could

not know, of course, that within a few weeks Td be
tumbling more than nine miles through space into

a hellish chaos such as no human being had ever

known.



Chapter 10

The Big Bailout-

Takeoff

HAD I NOT BEEN
asked to give Lt. Herbert Nolan a checkout in the

F8U Crusader, I probably would never have re-

turned to the squadron's headquarters at Beaufort.

But eventually I did return—to the hospitall

As the final stage of Lt. Nolan's checkout, I had
arranged for us to fly from Beaufort to the Naval
Air Station at South Weymou^H, Massachusetts and
return, in the F8U. It was a distance of no more
than 800 miles either way, and we easily could have
made the round-trip checkout flight in half a day.

But when we landed at South Weymouth, Herb felt

that his radio had not been working properly and
he'd prefer to have it fixed before returning to Beau-
fort. But the radio in an F8U is no ordinary aircraft

instrument. It is so complex yet so important in

flight that often when we have difficulty with it, the

entire radio is simply removed (it is designed that

way) and a new one installed. However, since there

were no F8Us at South Weymouth, no "package"

radios in stock, a technician was required to repair

Herb's radio. He was concerned over the delay, but

I told him not to worry, that I'd send an RON (re-

maining overnight) message to Beaufort. It was a

fortunate decision because on Sunday Herb was to

need that radio to learn that I was in trouble.

Sunday, July 26, 1959 dawned bright and beauti-

ful. Herb and I arrived at the field exactly at 3:30

121
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and got dressed in our flight suits—finely woven
coveralls with many zippered pockets. Mine was a

light blue summer-weight flight suit. Ordinarily, Td
be wearing a bright orange suit, which is ideal in

the event you happen to have an accident and be-

come the subject of a search. But, on this day, for

a routine straight-and-level flight that would be
over within about an hour, nothing could have been
further from my mind than accidents or emergency
ejections. And my orange suit happened to be in the

cleaners.

Most laymen imagine that nowadays high-altitude

aviators always go up in a Buck Rogers type of pres-

sure suit. Had I been wearing a pressure suit this

day, my survival would have been far less note-

worthy. For one thing, I would have escaped the

effects of "explosive'^ decompression and, perhaps,

would have ridden out the thunderstorm in relative

comfort. In a pressure suit, you can go from sea level

to the moon and back again without concern for

ambient pressiures. But pressure suits, largely experi-

mental during the past decade, have only come into

comparatively routine use for high-altitude pilots in

the past year or two; at this time, I did not even

own a pressure suit.

It is not, moreover, an easy thing to use, or grow
accustomed to, a pressure suit. Each suit must be
individually tailored for the pilot. Then, to be fully

garbed and ready to go, a pilot virtually needs a

valet to assist him; further, the pilot must remain in

an air-conditioned room with the suit plugged into

an air conditioner. Thereafter, he must move quickly

to the plane and plug the suit into the plane's air

conditioning system. If I were in combat, I'd rather

take my chances with "explosive" decompression

than be restricted in movement on account of the

bulky pressure suit—especially now that I know ex-

actly what it is like to come out ahve from the
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highest non-pressure suit ejection on record.

After Herb and I had donned our flight suits, I

told him, as part of his checkout procedure, to file

the flight plan for our return trip. All miUtary avia-

tors, when taking off at one base and landing at

another must file a standard form, DD175, on which
we record oin: names, ranks, type of aircraft to be
flown, number of aircraft in the flight, route and
altitude, estimated time of arrival, and whether the

flight will be on IFR (instrument-flight rules) or

VFR (visual). Under IFR, you may not deviate from
your assigned altitude and route without first obtain-

ing permission. The flight plan makes it possible,

therefore, for mihtary authorities—as in civil aviation

—to know where each plane is at all times. The in-

formation is then fed into a teletype circuit so that

the control tower at Beaufort would know approxi-

mately when to expect us.

An early morning weather summary looked good,

so I told Herb to file VFR while I made a last minute
check on the latest reports.

Nevertheless, a high-altitude, high-performance
aviator is almost always concerned with his instru-

ments in flight. Usually without reference to some
point on the ground, or the horizon, even on cloud-

less days, he must constantly check his altimeter,

gyro-compass and attitude indicator to ascertain the

position of his plane. If for no other reason but to

avoid the hazards of vertigo, he cannot rely on his

senses to be sure that he is at least in a straight-and-

level attitude.

While Nolan was filing the flight plan, I went to

a small adjoining oflBce to get weather information

from the aerologist. I asked him about weather con-

ditions en route, and at Beaufort. He said, "The
weather is good at Boston, good at Beaufort, and
according to the latest reports it's VFR all the way.

There may be a few scattered clouds over Beaufort,
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and en route you may expect to run into some
thunderstorm activity, Atlantic City south to Charles-

ton. There's considerable thunderstorm activity in

the vicinity of Norfolk. The tops of the stormclouds

are reported at 30,000 to 40,000 feet."

I said, "Well, since I can go to 50,000 feet if neces-

sary that won't bother me. I can get over this weather
with ease. Any frontal conditions?''

"Negative, colonel. This weather is strictly of the

isolated thimderstorm variety."

I retiuned to the operations office to tell Herb that

we were going to end a perfect weekend with a

perfect flight in perfect weather. "If we run into any
thunderstorm," I said, "well just go over it." With a

10,000-foot safety margin to get over the tops of

the highest reported thunderstorms, I spoke with

confidence. The flight plan had us at over 40,000

feet en route; direct, Boston to Beaufort; estimated

air speed of about 540 mph; estimated arrival about

seventy minutes after takeoff.

Under the circumstances, the flight would be
barely enough to "bum down," that is, to be light

enough to land with remaining fuel. In an airplane

Like the F8U, if the plane is too heavy upon landing,

to avoid staUing, the landing has to be at a higher-

than-usual speed.

As Herb and I, holding our helmets and gloves,

walked toward our plane, I started briefing him.

We'd check the radio first to be sure it was working

and after obtaining taxi clearance we'd make our

normal run-up check, then I'd call for takeoff clear-

ance, and we'd make an afterbm-ner takeoff. As soon

as we were airborne, I'd come out of afterburner,

but he was to remain in afterburner until he'd

caught up with me. Then as soon as he'd come up on
my wing, I'd switch from the tower to tactical radio

frequency in order to maintain in-flight communica-
tion between us.
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"When you get aboard,'' I concluded, 'let me
know. Then well climb to 44,000 feet, and on course

to Beaufort. Any questions?"

"Negative, iVe got it.''

We arrived at our airplanes and proceeded to pre-

pare for flight, a routine that was to take almost as

much time as we had estimated for the flight itself.

I began first with the visual, pre-flight safety inspec-

tion of the plane, starting at the nose, looking down
the skin of the fuselage, then into the air scoop, then

from the front-left side completely around the plane,

deliberately, seriously, slowly. I looked with particu-

lar care at the landing gear, the tires, tail surfaces,

leading and trailing edges of the wings, the after-

burner, the horizontal and vertical stabilizers.

Most experienced pilots can complete such a pre-

flight check in about five minutes. This time it took

me over twenty minutes; at my own base, the plane

would have been checked first by an experienced

F8U plane captain, using the same long, written

check-list that most pilots have committed to mem-
ory. But with or without an experienced plane cap-

tain, I like to take my time. A pre-flight check is too

serious a business for a rush job. The older I get the

more careful I get. I've seen too many tragic and
near-tragic accidents as a result of slip-shod pre-

flight checking. And I have discovered the strangest

defects in such checks.

Once, I found that the radder baton had not been
removed from my plane. A rudder baton is used
when the plane is parked, to keep the rudder from
flapping in the wind. Taking off with the rudder
baton in place would have been similar to speeding
down a highway, into a sharp curve—with a locked

steering wheel!

A common occurrence on a plane like the F8U is

hydrauhc leakage; what we call "static" leaks, not

usually serious because they generally stem from
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loose seals, which tighten as soon as the airplane is

underway. A real hydraulic leak can be serious, if

not fatal, in flight because so many parts of the plane

are hydraulically operated. Loss of hydraulic power
for the control stick, for example, leaves you with
absolutely no control of the plane, and with only

seconds in which to decide whether you should

eject. Without hydraulic power, the stick becomes
immovable.
At this pre-flight check, however, I found the

plane in as perfect a condition as I had ever seen it,

not even a static leak, usually inevitable after a plane

has been on the ground a couple of days. But finding

an airplane in perfect condition, outwardly, can be
similar to a doctor examining a patient, declaring

him in perfect condition, only to have the patient die

of a heart attack outside the doctor's oflBce.

As soon as I had completed my check, the crew
assisted me into my life jacket and torso harness and
I strapped on my jungle knife. One of the crewmen
held out my helmet and oxygen mask, but I told him,

"Not yet.'' Before putting on my helmet and mask,

I like to get into the cockpit, make myself comfort-

able and relaxed while going through the next step,

a general survey of the cockpit and instruments; in

the open on a hot day I feel too warm in a helmet;

but with built-in air conditioning, the plane is com-
fortable after the canopy is down and the engine

is running.

When you sit in an F8U, the only "spare" space

around you is room to stretch your legs to the rudder

pedals, a few inches to either side, and no more than

eight or ten inches between your head and the

canopy after youVe put on yoiu: helmet and the

canopy is down. The cockpit itseK is a jungle of in-

struments—white- and green-faced dials, warning

lights, switches, buttons, levers, handles, cranks, one

hundred or more instruments—plastered, riveted,
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imbedded into almost every available inch of space,

directly before you, above and behind your seat,

under yoiu* feet. There are so many flashing warning
lights and printed "Warning" legends that one non-

jet pilot, upon seeing an F8U cockpit for the first

time, called it a "flying emergency/'
But the arrangement of instruments is orderly.

Instruments that are in some way related to each

other for interpretation of in-flight performance are

grouped, the most important ones on the panel be-

fore you, so that you may take them all in at a glance

and, while reading one, you may see others in the

periphery of your vision. You seldom "fix" on an

instrument. You scan them constantly in flight and
through the familiarization of intensive training you
learn to recognize instantly whether anything is

wrong.

After I had slipped into the cockpit seat, the crew
brought up the yellow power cart, plugged it into the

airplane, and started the generator to send power
into the plane, actuating the instruments. Needles

flickered, dials jumped. I scanned the instruments

systematically, starting from over my left shoulder,

completely around the cockpit to my right side.

When all seemed well, I asked the crewman to place

my helmet and oxygen mask at my right side and
then buckled my torso harness into the parachute

pack and ejection seat. I bent over to the rudder

pedal crank between my feet and turned the handle

until the pedals moved slightly forward, giving me
more room to stretch my feet.

Then I put on my helmet and oxygen mask, tight-

ened the chin straps, then I connected my oxygen

mask, which runs directly from the mask to the para-

chute pack, then into the main supply system.

If I should eject, the main oxygen hose would be

ripped away but I would have a five to ten minute

supply of oxygen from the parachute pack, ordinarily
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sufficient to survive a high-altitude free fall through
the thin atmosphere.

At a two-fingered signal from me, the crewman on
the power cart started compressed air flowing into

my engine; I hit the ignition switch and got a

'Tight/' I heard a loud whoosh and knew my engine

was on.

Having a good start, I turned on the main gener-

ator switch and rechecked all the instruments, in-

cluding the radio. Then I signalled for the crew to

check with me all the moving parts of the plane,

which is done systematically and as each part was
observed moving faultlessly, I got a signal from the

plane captain. With the engine, instruments, and
all movng parts in good order, I signalled the crew
to take the power cart over to start Herb's plane,

and while they were busy there I continued checking

my instruments. As long as the jet engine is roaring

and still on the groimd, I constantly scan the instru-

ments. If even the shghtest defect should develop

at the last moment, I would not taxi out for takeoff.

After about twenty minutes had elapsed. Herb
called me on the radio, using our old Squadron 122

calls. "Tiger One, this is Tiger Two. All ready to go.**

"Roger, Tiger Two. Switch your radio to tower

frequency."

I reached down, turned my radio to the pre-set

channel for tower communications and called for

taxi instructions.

"South Weymouth tower. This is Marine jet 43696

for taxi instructions. Over."

"Roger, Marine jet 43696. You are clear to taxi

onto the runway."

"Roger."

I signalled the ground crew to pull the chocks from

the wheels, eased the throttle forward, eased up on

the brakes and moved slowly out of position, toward

runway 170.
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Now the canopy down, shut tightly, I was entirely

on my own. If anything were to go wrong with the

airplane, I'd have to spot it on my instruments. Thus,

even while taxiing out, my eyes are constantly scan-

ning the cockpit, left to right, up, down; left to right,

again and again and again.

We pulled into the wide parking area oS to the

side of the runway. Here we were to make our final

and most important instrument check, the run-up

check, throttle at full power.

I took a final, reassuring glance at the red flag

sticking out of the map case at my right foot. This

flag is attached to the safety pin from the ejection

seat, which one of my crewmen had removed just

before we shut the canopy. When the safety pin is

out, the ejection seat is armed and ready to fire the

pilot out of the plane in case of emergency. The red

flag is attached to the safety pin as an attention-

getting device.

I make it a habit to take the red-flagged safety

pin from the crewman, wrap the flap around the pin,

and stick it into my map case where it juts out re-

assuringly dining flight.

There's a good reason for the safety pin. To actuate

the ejection seat, the pilot, his hands close together,

palms facing him, reaches up and shghtly behind to

grasp two metal handles, shaped something like the

seat handles in a bus. Pulling down on these handles,

he brings a strong nylon curtain down in front of his

face. The curtain protects his face against the tre-

mendous wind blast as he is shot out of the plane

and almost simultaneously sets off the explosive

charge that fires the seat.

The safety pin, which is like a large cotter pin, is

left in its position, to the right and behind the pilot,

until the very last moment—because men working

around the cockpit, and sometimes the pilot while

getting in, may sHp and inadvertently reach for the
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nearest thing to grab—the ejection seat handles. I

know of a case in which this happened in a hangar
and a crewman sitting in the seat at the time was
shot out of the plane and cannonbaUed into the

hangar roof, and killed.

When the pilot pulls the curtain forward and it is

about level with his eyes, the canopy is supposed to

go oflF first, then the ejection seat. This occinrs in

rapid sequence, but if the canopy should be jammed
and fails to jettison, the pilot can reach up behind
him to his left and yank a lever which directly arms
the seat; the pilot then can resimne the forward pull

on his ejection curtain, firing himself through the

canopy. Better a few face cuts than to be fatally

trapped under the canopyl Sometimes, a shght me-
chanical maladjustment of the arming mechanisms
can cause the pilot to go tlirough the canopy anyway.

After we had completed oiu* roaring run-up check,

Herb and I exchanged thumbs-up signals and I re-

leased my brakes, rolling forward a few feet, and
quickly slammed my throttle into the afterburner

notch. Sharply, swiftly, hke a rocket, my plane

cUmbed to altitude. A takeoff is a supremely thrilhng

experience about which I have never grown blase,

perhaps never shall. At that moment I am a boy,

with an excited, pounding heart, stimulated by the

drama of man against monster, man against gravity,

man against space.

About twelve seconds later. Herb's voice came
over our in-flight radio channel.

"Tiger One, this is Tiger Two coming aboard,

your starboard side.''

"Roger," I said. "Let's go. Full throttle-destination

BeaufortI Boy, this is livingl"



Chapter 11

The Bis Bailout-

Trouble!

OVER NEW YORK, THE
weather was immaculate, not a cloud in the sky.

From our altitude, the great metropoHs was an im-

pressive, strangely miniature sight. We could see

the entire city, from its northern border at Yonkers

to the tip of Manhattan. You get the feeling that this

enormous mass of mortar and concrete and black-

ribboned streets must have taken centuries to build;

you even feel its importance as part of America. Yet,

paradoxically, from nearly nine miles up, it looks like

such a simple, quiet place, everything neat and weU
organized. It is geometry glorified.

Soon we were over Atlantic City, where the sky

began to get a bit hazy, with scattered and broken

clouds. As we approached Norfolk, Virginia, I no-

ticed that the entire area was covered with the dark,

massive, roUing clouds of a thimderstorm. I looked

at my wristwatch; it was now a few minutes before

six P.M. In about half an hour, we should be touching

down at Beaufort. I looked at the storm again. It

appeared to be slightly higher than the 40,000-foot

maximum the aerologist had reported at South Wey-
mouth. I began thinking that we might have to

chmb a bit to be sure we'd pass over the top.

I called Herb. "Tiger Two, this is Tiger One. It

looks as if Norfolk is catching hell. That's quite a

storm down there.''

"Sinre is, colonel," said Herb.

131
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"Glad we don't have to fly through it to penetrate/'

In another moment, I called Herb again, ^TTiger

Two, let's go into an easy cHmb here, just to make
sure we get over the tops." We went into full power
for a steady, easy chmb.
As student aviators, we had been constantly re-

minded about the dangers of flying through thunder-

storms and were taught to recognize them almost

instinctively. As a graduate of the Navy's all-weather

flying school at Corpus Christi, Texas, where I had
acquired an extensive knowledge of weather, I had
learned without the need for personal experience, to

have a healthy respect for thunderstorms, and one
of the things I appreciated in becoming a jet pilot

was that I could often climb well above a thunder-

storm and never again have to go through one. Once,
in an F4U Corsair, at about 8,000 feet, I had to go
through a thunderstorm and the tiu-bulence was so

violent that it knocked my plane over on its back. It

was quite a struggle before I could regain control.

After that incident, nobody ever had to remind me
to avoid thunderstorms. And I remember when a

Marine Corps flight of several Corsairs was trying to

set a cross-country speed record and had been doing

well, until they went through a thunderstorm. Not
one of the planes got through. Some had to land in

Ohio and Pennsylvania, and a couple were forced

to bail out.

As I started my climb, I noticed that I was passing

through the thin, wispy tops of the storm at 45,000

feet and therefore decided to continue chmbing. At

48,000 feet, now well above the tops, I levelled off

again, and soon Herb was abeam of me, about 500

feet off, not too tight, not too loose, a nice comfort-

able formation for a routine, uneventful flight.

We had just passed over the Norfolk Tacan, an

electronic navigation check point, where we picked

up a range and bearing signal, and I was making an
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easy right hand turn to take up the next heading for

Cherry Point, on a course of about 250 degrees. As
I was checking my navigation frequency, I noticed

that I appeared to be slowing down a bit, so I nosed

over shghtly to pick up speed. Assuming at least

another half horn- of flying time, I reached down to

crank out my rudder pedals a httle more; I wanted
to stretch my legs, feel comfortable. Then I started

to ease into a cruise climb again, having noticed that

at 44,000 feet I could see the tops of the clouds

ahead. I had planned to go back to 48,000 feet, and
I was just passing the 47,000-foot mark, still climb-

ing, when suddenly I heard a thump and a rumbling

soimd behind aiid under me.

I quickly scanned my instnmients. I was at .82

Mach, and nothing appeared to be wrong. My rpm
instrument indicated no loss of power. But still I

sensed that something was about to happen. I had
flown too many hours in an F8U not to recognize

that the "thump^ and "rumble'' were abnormal
soxmds. I glanced out to my ri^t, noticing that Herb
was at my two o'clock position, slightly down. I was
about to call Herb to let him know that I was an-

ticipating trouble, when I heard the thump and the

rumbhng sound again. Suddenly, the fire warning
light flashed on.

There are a munber of warning lights in the F8U,
each one serious; but the fire warning hght, about the

size of a quarter, is the one that unnerves pilots most.

It flashes on in a bright, traflBc-hght red, silhouetting

four black letters: FIRE. It is connected to an elec-

tronic sensing system which warns that somewhere
in the plane there is excessive heat where there

should not be, and there may soon be a fire, or a fire

may already have started. Usually, it means trouble

somewhere in the engine system, in which case the

warning hght is tantamoimt to an order: DON'T
WASTE TIME. EJECTl
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Once before I had experienced a fire warning light,

in the F9F-2; but it had turned out to be a false

alarm. In fact, most pilots had considered the F9F
fire sensing system so ultra-sensitive that we'd dis-

connect it to avoid continual scares. I knew several

pilots who had ejected instantly from the F9F upon
getting the fire warning flash, only to learn ruefully

that there had been no fire. But in the F8U, the fire

sensing system is extremely efficient and when the

hght flashes it is critical.

There were a number of emergency actions I

could take, but my hfe might depend on picking the

right one—my diagnosis had to be rapid as well as

accurate. Instinctively, I took the first emergency
measure immediately—cut back on power!

As I came back on the throttle, I pressed my
microphone button, placed conveniently on the

throttle, and called Herb.

"Tiger Two, this is Tiger One. Tm having engine

trouble. Stand by. I might have to eject.'' At the

moment, I wasn't certain I'd have to go out, but, in

case I did, I wanted to be siu-e that Herb would see

me and make the necessary reports to effect my
rescue—or recover my body.

Herb rephed instantly. "Roger, Tiger One. If you
have to go, let me know.'' That was my last com-
munication with Herb.

Quickly, I scanned the instrument panel in front

of me. Retarding the throttle apparently had been

effective. The fire warning Hght had gone out. Mo-
mentarily, I felt a great sense of reUef . But then my
rpm indicator started to unwind rapidly, frighten-

ingly. In a matter of five to six seconds, the rpm
indicator went from about ninety per cent to zero!

I had never seen it happen that fast.

I have had jet flameouts, in which the rpm indi-

cator runs down, but gradually. When it happened,

I'd dive down to a denser atmosphere to get a re-
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light, each time successfully. But in this case I

quickly had to rule out an emergency dive for a
re-hght because the symptom, the rapid rpm unwind,
did not fit a diagnosis of flameout.

Still scanning the instruments, I was convinced
that I was having a one-in-a-million kind of emer-

gency, "engine seizure.'' Something, some awful

friction, perhaps because of loss of oil, had caused
the excessive heat, had caused the engine to "freeze";

no engine, no power, no radio. The sudden dis-

appearance of the characteristic crackling noises in

my radio headset gave me, for a moment, an awe-
some feeling of loneHness; nobody to talk to, not

even to hear me cry, "Im going out.'*

But in a crippled high-performance, high-altitude

aircraft, sweeping up past 47,000 feet, only a few
thousand feet from the dividing line between earth's

atmosphere and true space, you don't waste precious

time on personal thoughts. In air so "thin" that

scientists maintained it would cause the blood in an
unprotected human body, Uterally, to boil, you don't

feel an urge to clasp your hands in prayer. You're

much too busy fighting for your life.

At this moment, my hfe depended on an accurate

diagnosis, and thinking about the engine seizure was
bad enough. I had experienced engine seizure only

experimentally in an F8U, when oil was dehberately

drained from an engine on a static-stand test. Al-

though the engine had been going at maximum
power, after the oil was gone the engine "seized,"

froze soHd, in seven seconds!

Without an engine, I'd need not only electrical

power, but hydrauhc power to control the plane. The
control stick on the F8U is irreversibly linked to the

hydrauhc system. Moving at supersonic, even sub-

sonic speeds, the forces on the surfaces are so great

that not even a Hercules could exert sufficient pres-

sure on the control stick to guide the plane. Hydrau-
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lie pressure is essential; without it, you might as

well think of yourself as riding an uncontrollable

rocket. One, you know, that is apt to "tuck" and
carry you down at fatal supersonic speeds; or sud-

denly whip into such a ferocious spin that the g-

forces will hold you pinned to your seat, your arms
practically plastered to the bulkhead. A spin in an
F8U is a particularly grim possibility because you sit

at the extreme forward tip of the fuselage, where
the spin achieves ultimate violence.

With the engine dead, my next action was auto-

matic—pull out the auxiliary power package, which
is an air-driven turbine. Built into the side of the

airplane, it flops down from a long-piano-hinged

pocket and the force of the rushing air turns the

turbine, generating power. The power package also

actuates an emergency hydrauHc pump, enabUng
you to maintain control.

I reached over to the left side of the cockpit,

grabbed a small T-shaped handle (something like

the handbrake in an auto) and pulled to release the

auxiliary package. The handle moved the prescribed

distance—but nothing happened. There had been,

in my lifetime of flying, several instances in which
I had to pull out my emergency power package, and
it had never failed. I had gotten to know its charac-

teristic thump as it flopped out the side of the plane

and hit the slipstream, causing a shght, famihar yaw.

But now I felt nothing, no thump, no yaw. Perhaps it

had flopped out; perhaps I was too preoccupied to

hear the thump, feel the yaw. But my generator

showed no indication of power. Nor did any of my
other instruments show signs of power; nor was there

any indication of hydraulic pressure. Previously, I

had seen power come on instantly from the emer-

gency package. Perhaps I hadn't pulled hard enough.

Quickly, I reached over to pull the handle again,

hopefully, with greater force. But the handle came
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completely out of the walll It couldn't be I I didn't

want to believe my eyes. But there it was, the handle

in my hand. I let it drop to the deck,

A chilling feeling of helplessness crept over me.
This complex leviathan of flaming flight, now dead
and cold, a coflBn of steel, was still carrying me up-

ward in a climb, was making a mockery of all my
years of training. There was nothing more I could

do. I could not even dive to a lower, safer level for

ejection.

But I could not remain much longer. Still climbing

and still subsonic, I was in a highly favorable posi-

tion for ejection. Yet at any moment one of two
things might happen in the climb: running out of

airspeed, the plane might stall and fall off into a wild

spin; or it might suddenly tuck and go down at

supersonic speed. In a flash, the thought of the

civihan test pilot who had ejected at supersonic

speed and had become, in effect, a Hving vegetable,

whipped through my mind. I thought also of those

few occasions when, in an F8U, I had fallen into

mild spins and could recall vividly how strong the

g-forces had been. I had been almost unable to lift

my arms to maneuver out of those spins. No, I could

risk neither an ejection at supersonic speed, nor

from a wildly spinning airplane.

Meanwhile, as I had later learned. Herb had been
trying to contact me on the radio. Unable to do so,

he called the Norfolk control center, said, "Emer-
gency in the area; pilot has ejected," and gave the

necessary information.

Now it was my moment of decision, the most har-

rowing decision of my life. I had never heard or

known of anyone having ejected at this altitude, at

any speed, supersonic or subsonic, with or without a

pressure suit or some protective clothing. The tem-

peratiu'e outside was close to 70 below zero, and I

had on only a summer-weight flying suit, gloves.
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helmet, Marine field shoes. Perhaps I would survive

frostbite v^ithout permanent injury, but what about
"explosive" decompression at almost ten miles up?
And what about that thunderstorm directly below
me? If it could be hazardous for an airplane in

flight, what would it do to a mere human? And a

dozen other "what abouts . . .
?" crowded into my

mind.

From the time I had heard the first indication of

trouble until this moment, no more than twenty
seconds had elapsed, although it seemed as if I had
been acting and thinking for hours. I took one final

look at the instruments and made the decision—

EJECTI



Chapter j[^

The Big Bailout-

Free Fall

I WAS NOT PANICKY.

Mentally, I was fully prepared to eject. By training,

by experience, by instinct, I knew exactly what to

do and did it rapidly but dehberately.

I positioned myself in the seat, feet firmly on the

deck, back erect, shoulders squared and tugged at

my torso harness for reassurance. Then I reached up
behind me, gripped the ejection seat handles and
puUed hard. The curtain came down before my eyes;

I expected to feel a tremendous blast of air as the

canopy tore away. But I didn't feel anything, nor

did the curtain pause at the point where Td have
to reach back for the lever that would by-pass the

canopy arming mechanism. With the curtain coming
down smoothly, I was not going to stop. All I could
think of in that brief moment was, "Oh, my God!
Here I go through the canopy."" And then I simul-

taneously heard and felt the ejection seat fire, almost

as though a huge bull elephant had kicked me in the

rear and made an explosive snort at the same time.

It gave me a peculiar sense of relief because I knew
I was going out. The ejection seat, at least, was not

defective. As I shot up and out of the plane, I re-

membered a strange, ripping sensation, as if part

of my body or flight suit had caught on a jagged edge
of something soHd and was being dragged through

a row of sharp, uneven teeth. I wasn't sure whether
this meant I was being shot through the unopened
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canopy, but later I discovered little stab wounds in

my shoulders, indicating that I probably did go
through the canopy.

As I rose from the shelter of the cockpit I hit a
tremendous, wall-like blast of air, and the ejection

curtain was ripped from my hands, the force pulling

the ejection seat away. My body was suddenly a
freezing, expanding mass of pain. In that first mo-
ment alone in space I had the feehng that I had
reached the end, that I would not siuvive.

My first shock was the incredibly cold air. I had
gone abruptly from a comfortable cockpit tempera-
ture of 75"" F. to almost minus 70"" F., the sudden
frigidity enormously compounded by the "chill fac-

tors'—cold plus the force of wind, precisely the dif-

ference between feeling cold winter air on your face

when there's no wind, and feeling the same air when
there's a tremendous wind. But up there the "wind"
condition—my body shooting through the air at

several hundred miles per hour—was unbelievably

cold. I felt as though I were a chunk of beef being

tossed into a cavernous deep freeze. Almost instantly

all exposed parts of my body—around the face, neck,

wrists, hands, and ankles—began to sting from the

cold. It felt as if I were on fire. Then, seconds later,

the burning sensation turned to a blessed niunbness.

Meanwhile, the pain of "explosive" decompression

was tmbearable. I could feel my abdomen distend-

ing, stretching, stretching, stretching, imtil I thought

it would burst. My eyes felt as though they were

being ripped from their sockets, my head as if it

were sphtting into several parts, my ears bursting

inside, and throughout my entire body there were

severe cramps.

At first, there was no sensation of falling, only of

zooming through the air. I knew my dark tinted

visor had blown away because as I spun through

the air the brilliance of the sun came through the
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thin atmosphere in bhnding white flashes. Then, as

I apparently had fallen to the level of the clouds'

fleecy white tops, still spinning, everything about me
seemed like a kaleidoscope of rotating brilUant colors.

Again a purplish void, the sun went by in streaks

of blurred reddish-orange, like an elongated fireball,

between glimpses of undulating milky-white fields

that were the cloud tops.

My first sensation of falling came just before I

reached the thick layer of clouds. Then it seemed as

if I had jumped from a high fence and a white wall

was speeding toward me. Otherwise, I was not too

conscious of falling.

I was preoccupied with the pain of decompression.

It was nature's crudest torture, the screw and rack

of space, the body crusher, the body stretcher, each

second another turn of the screw, another wrench
of the rack, another interminable shot of pain. Once
I caught a horrified glimpse of my stomach, swollen

as though I were in well advanced pregnancy. I had
never known such savage pain. I was conviaced I

would not survive; no human could.

But after perhaps no more than fifteen or twenty
seconds had elapsed, just as I had begun to enter

the soft white tops of the clouds, I was suddenly

overwhelmed with a feeling of elation, gratitude. I

was conscious; in spite of everything I teas conscious!

Hang on, I thought. Hang on! You might make it

yet. Youre thinking. Youre conscious. Ymi know
what's going on. Just ride out this free fall and you've

got it made.
I became conscious of my body tumbhng, spin-

ning, and cartwheeling through space. I spun hke a

pinwheel, my hmbs tr\'ing to go in everv^ possible

direction at once. I spun on the vertical, diagonal and
horizontal axis. I felt the enormous pullincr, stretching

effects of g-forces. I was a huge stiff blob of help-

lessness! I recognized that my body was Uterally



142 The Man Who Rode The Thunder

spreadeagled and the force was so great I could not
move my hands or legs. Several times I tried to bring

my arms in to my body but it v^as like pulling on
a stone wall. The eflFect of the g-forces on my arms
and legs must have been to multiply their weight
many times.

But now I was desperate to get my arms in—
something was beating against my face, relentlessly,

painfully. It was my oxygen mask. My oxygen mask!
God, I had almost forgotten. In spite of the painful

poimding, I was now strangely pleased, knowing that

I had not lost my oxygen mask. It served to remind
me that I was not getting oxygen. I had just left an
airplane where I had been on 100 per cent oxygen
and perhaps enough had remained in my blood to

sustain me for awhile, but not for long. I'd need
that oxygen soon to avoid almost certain uncon-

sciousness, possibly serious brain damage. I knew
also that I was free-falling and must continue the

free fall imtil my 'chute would open automatically at

10,000 feet. But what if something went wrong and
the 'chute did not open and I were imconscious at

the moment, unable to pull the D-ring to save myself?

I must get that oxygen mask! Ifs still flapping wildly

against my face. It might come off. Get it.

I continued strugghng, to pull in my hands, but to

no avail. I was still a human centrifuge, and the

strain on my arms seemed to increase until I felt as

though my arms were being torn from their sockets.

Now, no part of my body seemed free of pain; but

merely thinking about it gave me a peculiar feeling

of satisfaction because it reminded me that I was
still conscious. Maintaining consciousness had now
become my consuming desire. Repeatedly, I thought,

Keep it up. That's fine. Keep going. Fine, fine, fine.

You re still conscious. It wont he long now. Youll

he falling into denser air. More oxygen, less decom-

pression, less pain. Keep going.



The Man Who Rode The Thunder 143

Suddenly, as I entered what appeared to be a

dense overcast of grey and white clouds, I was able

to puU in my right hand, then my left hand. I was
winning. I grabbed the oxygen mask with my right

hand, held it to my face, and held the top of my
helmet with my left hand. Meanwhile, the strain

seemed to ease on my legs and they started flailing

about, like rubber. But I didn't care. I was mainly

concerned about keeping that oxygen mask on my
face. I had held my helmet, although at the moment
I was not concerned about losing it, because the

strap had been straining so sharply, tightly against

my neck it felt as if I were in a hangman's noose.

Holding the helmet seemed to ease the strain.

In denser atmosphere, I was beginning to feel a

httle better, more confident, almost certain Td sur-

vive. I was enormously pleased with myself for re-

maining conscious. I would be able to report in detail

what had happened. It would be good news to

high-altitude aviators: We can survive effects of

decompression at 47,000 feet, perhaps much higher,

perhaps 50,000 feet. But Til report only 47,000 feet

because that was the last altimeter reading I had
seen before ejecting. Yet Vm certain I was higher

because after I had looked at the altimeter the plane

continued climbing. Other instruments demanded
my attention. Vm thankful I can remember them,
the settings, the positions, the readings, the rapidly

unwinding rpm, the oil pressure . . . the oil pressure?

What WAS the oil pressure?

Paradoxically, for a few moments I seemed to for-

get about my falUng, tumbling, twisting, my numb-
ness, pain, and cold. I could not seem to picture

the oil pressure gauge in my mind and it distressed

me. It seemed to be the only instrument I could not

remember. (Till this day, the oil pressure reading

is the only thing I cannot recall. Psychiatrists tell

me that years from now it may suddenly come back
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to me. ) Abruptly, however, I stopped thinking about
the instruments. I had suddenly inexphcably felt

a powerful urge to open my parachute.

I was still in a free fall. I knew I had to continue

the free fall. But I just didn't seem to trust the idea

of it; perhaps I had lost confidence in another auto-

matic savior, the barometric sensiug device that

would respond to heavier air at 10,000 feet and open
the 'chute for me. I don't remember why I felt as

if I had to open the 'chute. I know only that it was
an almost overwhelming temptation. I let go of my
helmet and reached for the D-ring. But fortxuiately

just as I started clawing at the D-ring, I realized it

was the wrong thing to do. Thafs a damned stupid

thing to do, I thought. Do you want to freeze to

death, going down slowly in an opened ^chute? And
what about your oxygen? That emergency supply

wont last more than five minutes, perhaps only three

minutes. Just enough to get you through the free

fall. Free fall. Bill, free fall. . . •

I took my hand away from the D-ring and con-

tinued holding my helmet. That's good. Keep your

hands busy. Hold your oxygen mask, your helmet.

It was then I felt something streaming down my face,

around my neck, and suddenly freeziug. I took my
right hand away from the mask for a moment and
noticed that it was covered with blood. I wasn't quite

certain where the blood had been coming from. Per-

haps the poiuiding mask had broken my nose. Per-

haps I was bleeding from the eyes? and ears, as well

as the nose. As I was to learn later, I did not have

a broken nose, but I had bled from the eyes, ears,

nose and mouth as a result of ruptm*es caused by
the "explosive" decompression.

Now, I was in heavier air and starting to feel more
comfortable. But the overcast had become so dense

that without reference to even a patch of sky, I had
almost lost all sensation of movement. I felt as if I

I
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were suspended in a soft, milk-white substance and
falling as though in some huge amorphous easy

chair, my feet in the air. Only the sound of air rush-

ing past me—and the flailing, loose oxygen hose-
gave me a feeling of movement. The sight of the

loose oxygen hose reminded me that earlier I had
done something foolish.

After I had managed to get the oxygen mask to

my face, I saw the loose hose, now below me, now
above me, as I tumbled. I thought the hose con-

necting my mask to the emergency oxygen con-

tainer had become disconnected, especidly after I

had caught a glimpse of the coupling. I struggled

to grasp the hose and succeeded in doing so, only

to realize that it was a different hose, the one that

had been ripped away from the main oxygen supply

in the airplane. I had been confused by the identical

couplings. But in the process of reaching for the

hose and then releasing it, I noticed my right glove

ballooning from the force of air and felt, mistakenly,

that the glove would only get in my way. I had al-

ready lost my left glove and forgot that my left hand
had instantly frozen numb. I simply held my right

hand out for a moment, and the force of air ripped

it from my hand; not imtil I saw the glove sailing

rapidly off into the murky overcast did I realize it

was a stupid thing to do. Now my right hand would
freeze—and it did, within seconds.

As I continued falling, I was amazed suddenly

to reahze how much thinking I had been able to do.

With the effects of decompression diminishing, al-

though the pain was still great throughout my body,

I recognized that nimibness had become an analgesic,

helping me to tolerate the pain. But as the overcast

grew darker, having lost reference even to the flail-

ing oxygen hose, I felt as if I were in a complete
void; I could no longer tell whether I was spinning,

rolling, tumbling, or cartwheeling; whether I was on
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my back, stomach or falling feet first. Again, I felt

a strong urge to open my 'chute and it was at this

moment I began to think of the passage of time.

I made several attempts to look at my watch. Al-

though I could not be certain, it seemed to indicate

four or five minutes after six p.m. In the overcast

the luminous dial was barely visible. Then I started

thinking about my rate of fall. Undoubtedly, I had
slowed to terminal velocity downward, seconds after

I had ejected, and was now falling at an average

rate of about 10,000 feet per minute. But I was not

exactly calculating with shde-rule precision. As a

matter of fact, at one point I had confused the

terminal velocity of my free falling body with the

rate of descent of a jet, about 4,000 feet a minute,

coming down through overcast for a landing; and
the result shook me for a moment. Whafs going on
here, I thought. Come on, boy, get hold of yourself.

You re not a jet, you re a pilot, you re free falling.

Get those rates squared away in your mind.

But having made the rough, quick calculations

with the proper rate of fall, the confidence I had built

up in survival almost vanished. Since I had left my
airplane at exactly six p.m. and at approximately

47,000 feet, and now it was several minutes past six,

or so it seemed, why hadn't my 'chute opened? Had
I sped past the 10,000-foot mark? In this overcast,

unable to see anything, what if I were only several

hundred feet from the ground and about to crash

into it? I knew my 'chute had not opened because

I had not felt the characteristic violent jerk.

Once more I felt a tremendous desire to open my
'chute. But now my trained instincts were in con-

trol. I could think more clearly. I knew my timing

was not precise. I knew I should have more confi-

dence in the automatic 'chute opener. I decided

to wait a Uttle longer, fifteen seconds, perhaps half

a minute, maybe a minute. I would judge according
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to circumstances; and just then my confidence was
somewhat restored by a feehng that my body had
been struck by little rocks. I remembered the thimder-

storm and realized that those "little rocks'' were

perhaps hail, drops of rain carried to the freezing

level by the storm's updrafts, quickly frozen, then

falling as hail. The freezing level for rain? It must

be at least lOjOOO feet ormore. Good. Keep free falU

ing, keep going, keep conscious.

I tried to see what was going on but I felt a

peculiar sensation in my eyeballs, as though they

were freezing. It was the same tingling sensation I

had felt earlier just before the exposed parts of my
body turned nimib. I closed my eyes and kept them
closed, although it also occurred to me that perhaps

it was the moisture of the clouds that was freezing

in my eyes, not my eyes' fluids.

I started thinking about the 'chute again and came
to the conclusion that perhaps it should have opened.

I was certain that I was now in denser, more com-
fortable air. I was still quite cold but the little strain-

ing effects of gas seeking to escape from my body
under continuing decompression seemed to disap-

pear. I felt now the risk of crashing into the ground
in an unopened 'chute was greater than the risk of

freezing to death, or being for a while without ox-

ygen. I reached for the D-ring and was about to pull

it when suddenly my body lurched violently—my
feet had gone through a floor in mid-air and wanted
to keep going while the rest of my body could not.

My 'chute had opened! Almost at the same time the

oxygen mask collapsed against my face. Uncanny,
perfect timing, I thought. The emergency supply of

oxygen was designed to sustain me during a free fall,

after which my 'chute would open at a level where
I would no longer be concerned about oxygen and
the supply would give out, and it did.

Still, I wanted to be certain about it. The violent
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opening of a 'chute was no novel experience to me.
I remembered my bailout in Korea. But this had been
a tremendous, far more violent sensation than any-

thing I had felt before. I knew I had been faUing

at a rate in excess of 100 miles per hour and had
suddenly decelerated to perhaps 10 miles per hour
and at the moment of such a shocking deceleration

I had felt greater violence—but I wanted to see the

'chute with my own eyes, and I could not. When I

looked up it was much darker than I had anticipated.

I could not see the beautiful, joyous, reassuring sight

of the "silk.'' However, I could see, and feel, my
parachute risers, taut, straight up. The 'chute must
have opened, I thought. There are the risers, nice and
straight, straining against my body, on my torso

harness. But in the thick overcast, without refer-

ences, I could not tell the position of my body, nor

how fast I was falling. Suppose I had a streamer, a

partially opened 'chute? Or suppose I had a dam-
aged 'chute? A missing panel or two? Was I floating,

or still rocketing toward earth? I reached up and felt

the risers. They felt nice and firm. Good. I rocked

the risers. Now I felt better. I was confident I had a

good 'chute. Rocking the risers did it; it was the same
"feel" as when I had rocked the risers coming down
in the 'chute in Korea.

Again, a rough calculation. Tm at the 10,000-foot

level. Descending at the rate of about 1,000 feet per

minute, give or take a couple of hundred feet. I

should be down in about ten minutes. Thafs great.

AlVs well now. Vve got a good 'chute. Vm comfort-

able. Vm conscious. Vve survived.

I felt good, I felt wonderful. I was even buoyant,

elated. Now I could relax a bit. I could take off the

oxygen mask, and did. When the oxygen mask fell

away, a small pool of blood spilled into my hand.

Apparently, the violent opening of the 'chute had

started my nosebleed again. At the same time, I

k
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noticed a huge deep cut just above the knuckle of

the httle finger on my right hand. The finger itself

was dangling at an odd angle. Must have gashed it,

I thought, when I ejected. Guess I did go through

the canopy. Good time now to take inventory. I

looked all about me, checking my hands, feet, hel-

ment, flight suit, boots, life jacket. Except for a

shghtly tattered flight suit, everything seemed to be
intact. Wonderful, I thought. Just great. If I hit the

ground, Til he able to walk away—that is, if I dont
break a leg or otherwise get hurt upon landing. Tm
lucky. I've known many aviators who had lost their

shoes ejecting at even lower speeds and lower alti-

tudes. And if I should hit the water, well, Tve got my
life jacket, and Vm a good swimmer.

I reahzed now I was deliberately keeping myself

busy, checking myself, the 'chute's risers, even
rationahzing my horrifying misfortune, my agoniz-

ing decompression, my aches and pains, by equating

it all with the astonishing good fortime Td had to

siuvive, to be floating gently down, safely, in rel-

ative comfort. With time to spare, I had also become
somewhat more conscious of all the aches and pains

and felt as if my body had been wrung out, and the

internal organs and the bones and the flesh were
painfully reshaping. My face felt terribly raw and
swollen, my hands icily numb and very stiff. I looked

at my dangling finger again. The cut was really

deep; I could see what was either the tendon or the

bone.

Perhaps no more than a minute had elapsed when
I suddenly began to feel a shght turbulence in the

air, and it reminded me that I had left the plane

above a thunderstorm. But the turbulence wasn't too

bad. It rocked me a bit, sometimes hfted me, giving

me a slight feehng of zero g, rising in an updraft,

momentarily halting, then falling again. But it wasn't

bad at all. It gave me something to think about, tak-
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ing my mind oflF my fiercely aching gashed finger.

What I forgot to think about was that in a thunder-

storm, where the barometric pressure is usually

quite variable, my 'chute might have opened not at

the 10,000-foot level, but higher or lower, since

the 'chute's barometric sensing device could have
been "fooled" and might have opened too soon or late.

But now I was no longer gravely concerned about
anything, except where and how I would land in

the 'chute, hopeful I would not land in water or in

one of the many swampy areas along North Caro-

hna's coast. Although in the vicinity of Norfolk when
I had ejected, I knew that, from more than nine miles

up, I could be swept many miles from Norfolk, and
might not land in Virginia at aU.

Nonetheless, I was most pleased with the thought

that I had seemed to -maintain consciousness all the

way down. True, there were moments when I thought

I'd pass out from the severe pain of decompression,

but I could not recall anytime I might have passed

out. I could not recall any moment when I had to

ask myself. What happened? Where am I?

I knew my body had been subjected to tremendous

shock and had accordingly responded by shooting

huge doses of adrenalin into my blood, helping me
survive the shock, helping me fight for survival, help-

ing me to think rationally. On the ground, I'd prob-

ably suffer from post-shock depression and weakness;

I might even be helpless for a while; but why worry

about it now? Under the circumstances, overjoyed

to be ahve and going down safely, consciously, even

the increasing turbulence of the air meant nothing.

It was all over now, I thought, the ordeal had ended.

But it hadn't. I was about to plunge into the center

of the storm.
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The Big Bailout-

In the Storm

ACCORDING TO
Science, the professional journal, when the joint three-

year research, "Project Thunderstorm,'' was launched,

the program was designed ''to obtain a complete de-

scription of the thunderstorm and to measure its

intensity. The turbulence or biunpiness and the

broad up-and-down motions of the air were con-

sidered the most important items to be investi-

gated. . .
/'

Too bad we cannot turn back the clock. I could

have given them a first-hand description, I could

have told them about the turbulence, and the bumpi-
ness, I could have told them about ups-and-downs;

and I could have told them about sights and sounds

and sensations. I could have told them about the

choas, the hell on earth, the roaring, searing, flashing

violence that we call a thunderstorm. I could have
been the researchers' first, and perhaps last (I hope
it never happens to another humanl) eyewitness,

fresh out of die churning test tube.

I could have told them that even from one who
had survived the unbehevable torture of a thunder-

storm, the fright of it, the terrible physical beating,

the twisting and tmning and tumbling, the awesome-
ness of Ughtning so close it could almost be touched,

the vibrating horror of thunder never meant for

hiunan ears, the fierce pounding of hail, the drench-

ing of rain so torrential it might just as well have

151
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been an ocean suspended in air—all this, I would
have told them, could never be adequately de-

scribed for it is an experience with which a mere
human has nothing to compare on earth.

My entry into the throat of the storm came—as
almost always the storm itself comes on earth-
gradually.

The first reminder that I had fallen into a thunder-

storm was the relatively mild turbulence I had felt

just prior to and immediately after my 'chute had
opened, although after the 'chute had opened the

turbulence felt somewhat stronger, perhaps not quite

strong enough, however, to think of it as tiu-bulence,

as violent churning. I thought of it as updrafts. It

was as though I had been suddenly taken up in an
elevator, two or three rapid rides in succession, each
ride a brief but speedy one, ending quite suddenly,

with the strange feeling of zero g, and a feehng of

weightlessness. But when the "updrafts'' increased

in frequency and strength, I knew it was the tiurbu-

lence of the storm, the powerful, massive blasts of

air which have inspired scientists to describe thunder-

storms as, "in effect, a large heat engine," having

"strong updrafts and downdrafts thermally driven

by differences in air temperature," and in which
"engine" it would not be unusual for a large body,

such as an airplane or a human being, to be shot up
at the rate of 100 feet per second.

After the first few shocks of turbulence, virtually

straight up-and-down actions, I felt a queasiness in

my stomach. For me it was a strange feehng because,

in spite of hterally thousands of hours in the air, in

aU sorts of airplanes, under all sorts of weather, com-

bat and training conditions, I had never suffered

motion sickness. Still, I was neither disturbed nor

frightened. I had been through much worse in an

airplane, wherein my principal concern had been

not drifting safely down in a parachute, not a Uttle
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discomfort, as now, but wrestling the turbulence for

control of a big, complex machine.

But my mind changed rapidly after I was hit by
the first real shock from nature's 'Tieat engine/' It

came with incredible suddenness—and fury. It hit

me like a tidal wave of air, a massive blast, as though
forged under tremendous compression, aimed and
fired at me with the savagery of a cannon. I was
jarred from head to toe. Every bone in my body must
have rattled, and I went soaring up and up and up
as though there would be no end to its force. As I

came down again, I saw that I was in an angry

ocean of boiling clouds, blacks and grays and whites,

spilling over each other, into each odier, digesting

each other.

I became a veritable molecule trapped in the

thermal pattern of heat engine. I was buffeted in all

directions—up, down, sideways, clockwise, counter-

clockwise, over and over; I tumbled, spun, and
zoomed, straight up, straight down and I was rattled

violently, as though a monstrous cat had caught me
by the neck, and was determined to shake me until

I had gasped my last breath. I felt all the painful

and weird sensations of the g-forces—positive, nega-

tive and zero. I was pushed up, pushed down,

stretched, slammed, and pounded. I was a bag of

flesh and bones crashing into a concrete floor, an

empty human shell soaring, a hfeless form strangely

suspended in air. During moments of zero g, I could

recall the times when map cases, note paper, and

pencils had floated in the cockpits of my jet planes,

and now I felt as though I were as helpless as those

inanimate objects. The rapid changes between posi-

tive, negative and zero g were sickening. I know I

vomited time after time. It was maddening, and I

felt as if I were not only fighting for my life, but

my sanity as well.

At one point, after I had been hterally shot up like
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a bullet leaving a gun, I foimd myself looking down
into a long, black tunnel, a nightmarish corridor in

space. Sometimes, I didn't want to see what was
going on. I kept my eyes shut, tight. This was not

turbulence. This was nature's bedlam, an ugly black

cage of screaming, violent, fanatical lunatics, having
a game with me, tossing me about, beating me with
big flat sticks, roaring at me, screeching, trying to

crush me or rip me with their hands. One sensation

m never forget: I remember it as the "accordion,**

being squeezed simultaneously from top and bot-

tom.

Several times—I could not beheve it at first—

I

felt as though I had been looping around my para-

chute, like a pendulum. But it was no gentle to and
fro swing. I went up, out, aroimd and down as if on a

speeding centrifuge. I could feel blood rushing to my
feet, then my head. Practically, I would not have
known whether I was upside down, or otherwise

obhque, except that I could "sense'' it by the centrif-

ugal force on my body.

There were times when I simply would not be-

lieve that my parachute could withstand the strain.

Something had to give, the risers, the shrouds, per-

haps the buckles on my torso harness. Once or twice,

perhaps more often, my 'chute seemed to lose its

precious '^billow" and I thought it was a miracle

that I did not go streaming toward earth with a long,

narrow white tail, my collapsed 'chute. I had quick

visions of myself crashing into the earth, a helpless

mass of flesh and bones wrapped in a white shroud.

This punishment, I thought, is overwhelming. TU
never survive. No one could survive it. What supreme
irony—to come out alive from ^'explosive'' decom-
pression, to maintain consciousness all the way down,
only to he battered to death by a thunderstorm.

When they find my body, they'll never know how I

died. The pathologist might say that I died of shock.
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or that ^explosive* decompression hud been too much
for my heart. What a pity I shall not he there to say^

^No, no, no. The explosive decompression was had,

painful. But it did not kiU me. The frostbite was
agony, but it did not kill me. It was the raging storm

that tore the life from me."

There were times during my decompression pains

when I did not feel too confident about survival. But
they were not strong feelings of despair. Stronger

were the feelings that Td pass out and not remember
what had happened to me, not remember the details

which the flight surgeons and the aero-medical ex-

perts might hke to learn about. Now, however, I was
absolutely certain that I was having my last thoughts

on earth. I no longer wondered whether I would die,

but how I would die.

However, I was not quite prepared to give up the

fight. Sometimes I foimd myself grasping the risers

of my 'chute, as if this would help me hang on to

life itself. At one point I crossed my arms over my
chest, as though I were tr>ang to hang on to myself.

During the tiu-bulence I clung to hope because I

felt I had become or might become a part of the

storm's pattern, blasts of air shooting up then down,
but not always straight down. Some air would "spill"

over the top of each rising current, out and then

down, as in the shape of a broad mushroom. I might
**spill'' over with the air and if that were the case,

sooner or later, Td be released from the vortex and
float down. In the process, I might be swept across

dozens of miles of land, perhaps hundreds of miles.

I might end up in Pennsylvania or New Jersey—or

over the ocean!—wherever the storm itself might
weaken or "die" and eventually disgorge me. But I

didn't care where it would happen, so long as it re-

leased me.
Before long, however, I found that the storm had

aUies with whom I had to do battle, physically and
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mentally: thunder, lightning, hail and rain.

The first clap of thimder came as a deafening

explosion, followed by a blinding flash of hghtning,

then a rolling, roaring soimd which seemed to vibrate

every fibre of my body. The Hghtning was so close,

so brilliant that even after I had instinctively closed

my eyes I got the sensation of "seeing" a deep red

outside. Then the thunder and lightning combina-
tion continued, relentlessly.

Throughout the time I spent in the storm, the

booming claps of thunder were not auditory sensa-

tions; they were imbearable physical experiences—

every bone and muscle responded quiveringly to the

crash. I didn t hear the thunder, I felt it.

I felt that if it had not been for my helmet, the

tight cushioning fit over my ears, the explosions of

thunder would have shattered my eardrums irrepar-

ably. It was my only feehng of solace, of joy and
gratitude—that I had been a stickler on the rules of

the game and had always tightened my helmet to

avoid losing it in the event of an emergency ejection.

I was grateful for it when I fell through the frigid,

sub-zero temperatures, having given me at least

partial protection; I was grateful for it when I

thought I had gone through the canopy, and when it

protected my skull against the blast of air after I

had been shot out of the plane. But now it was a

downright blessing to have its cushioning effects

against my ears—and later its protection against

pounding hail.

I used to think of lightning as long, slender, jagged

streaks of electricity; but no more. The real thing is

different. I saw hghtning aU around me, over, above,

everywhere, and I saw it in every shape imaginable.

But when very close it appeared mainly as a huge,

bluish sheet, several feet thick, sometimes sticking

close to me in pairs, like the blades of a scissor, and
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I had the distmct feeling that I was being sliced in

two.

As the huge bolts of lightning streaked past me, I

thought of the phenomenon we call St. Elmo's fire,

the static electricity that dances along the w^gtips
of an airplane in flight, especially an airplane that

might have just passed through a storm. I have seen

St. Elmo's fire leap from \^-ingtip to wingtip, and I

have seen planes seriously damaged by it. I once

saw an airplane with huge, gaping holes in its metal-

lic sldn, burned through by St. Elmo's fire. I began
to wonder whether it was possible for St. Elmo's fire

to dance off a human form, one that had been tossed

so \'iolently and at such high speeds through a storm

that it might have been building up its on^ti enor-

mous reser\^oir of static electricity. I was no expert

on Hghtning, but I had always assiuned that hght-

ning did not strike unless it were attracted to another

body of an opposite charge and that the earth, being

such a body, was a constant attraction for hghtning;

and that hghtning would do no harm unless it went
through you into the ground. I was not grounded in

the air, of course, but it had been raining and every-

thing seemed so wet, so drenched I felt almost cer-

tain that the saturated air would have been ground
enough for the hghtning to pass through me. Many
times hghtning struck so close I thought, indeed, it

had passed through me. I cannot be sure it did not.

What concerned me most was the possibihty of

hghtning striking my 'chute and melting it as rapidly

as a tiny ball of cellophane might disappear in a

roaring fire. Theoretically, this would have been a

rare, if not impossible, occurrence; or so I thought.

Where was the contact between the 'chute and the

ground, to attract the hghtning and to make it pos-

sible for the hghtning to cause damage? Well, I had
seen huge shots of hghtning seemingly jumping from

one part of the clouds to another, like immense
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spark-plugs firing in the dark. What was there to pre-

vent hghtning from going through my 'chute during

one such charge, or to prevent the 'chute itself from

attracting Hghtning? Had I known at the time light-

ning has been seen striking down huge balloons, such

as the one ten stories high, hailed as the world's

largest balloon, launched by a Naval Air Station in

Georgia, I would have been utterly terrified—if it

were possible to have been more terrified in that

fiery, exploding chaos we have so poHtely labelled

thunderstorm.

After each flash of lightning, everything turned

completely black. I was lost in a pool of ink. Dinring

the intense brilliant Hght, when bolts shot by, the

clouds seemed to boil around me, sending up huge
vaporous balls of grayish cotton. Even when I kept

my eyes closed the hghtning had a blinding effect.

Invariably, Hghtning struck in uncanny synchro-

nization with claps of thunder, followed by a rolling

explosion which Hterally shook my teeth; I could

feel the vibrations on my teeth as though a giant

timing fork had been struck against them and held

there. The Hghtning-thunder combinations seemed
to come at least once or twice each minute. I won-
dered whether anything Hke this had been taking

place on earth below, whether it was as black down
there as up here. It was not, of cotuse, although later

I learned that this storm was one of the most violent

ever recorded on the East Coast.

I think actually it was the combination, the one-

two jabs of Hghtning and thunder, that filled me most
with the fear that I'd never survive the ordeal. At
one point, I saw such an eerie effect that I thought I

had aheady died. I had been looking up in the di-

rection of my 'chute, when a bolt of Hghtning struck,

illimiinating the huge interior of the 'chute's billow

as though it were a strange white-domed cathedral,

and the effect seemed to linger on the retinas of my
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eyes. For a moment, I had the distinct feeling that

I was saihng into a softly lit church and at any mo-
ment I might hear the subdued strains of an organ
and a mournful voice in prayer—and I thought I

had died. Maybe this is it, I thought. This is the way
it all begins after death. Youre dead. Bill. Ifs all

over. Now youll have peace.

If this was my moment or two of irrationahty in

the storm, I don't know and may never know. I do
know that I distinctly encouraged myself to have
hope, to fight back. Yet there were times when I felt

I might die of sheer exhaustion because it seemed as

if either the storm might never end, or I was going

to be swept along with it on its insane journey up
the coast for as long as that journey might take-
hours, days. This feeling was most intense when I

decided to look at my watch and glimpsed the time

during a flash of lightning. At first I thought what
a wonderful thing it was not to have lost my watch
all through ejection, decompression, blasts of air,

and now this; and, then, what a silly thing, looking

at the time! But when I saw that it was twenty
minutes past six, I thought: My God, you should have
been on the ground at least ten minutes ago! You
are really trapped. You are really in the pattern of

the storm and a part of it, a speck of human dust,

up'Over-and-down, up-over-and-down and thafs the

way ifs going to be. But how long? For how long?

I don't remember whether I had looked at my
watch again after that, although I seem to recall

vaguely that I did, perhaps several times.

Nonetheless, I was preoccupied with more than

turbulence and thunder and lightning (such mild

wordsl). It had been raining torrentially all through

the storm, but sometimes the rain was so dense and
came in such swift, drenching sheets, I thought I

would drown in midair. It was as though I were under

a swimming pool, and I had held my breath several
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times, fearful of drowning. If I had not run out of

oxygen, I would have held the mask over my face as

protection against drowning. Sometimes, I was
tempted to put on the mask, thinking that Td rather

suffocate to death than drown.

How silly, I thought. They're going to find you
hanging from some tree, in your parachute harness,

limp, lifeless, your lungs filled with water, wonder-
ing how on earth did you drown! Sometimes, I found
myself gasping for air as if I actually were drowning.

Occasionally, Td look up to try and see what was
happening to my parachute. I was concerned about

the 'chute collapsing or losing some of its panels,

which might cause it to collapse or practically cause

me to fall so rapidly the impact might kill me. And
during one such observation, I saw and felt what I

shall perhaps never witness again (unless in a

thimderstorm). A sudden and violent blast of air,

coming from the long dark narrow corridor in the

storm, apparently hitting me with greater force and
just prior to hitting my 'chute, sent me careening up
into the 'chute itself.

At least I am convinced this is what happened, for

I could feel the clammy silk draped over me like

a large wet sheet. The 'chute was collapsed over me
and I felt sure I had become tangled in the lines and
was doubtful that the 'chute would ever blossom

again properly. When they find my body they'll say

my 'chute never opened, hut they'll he wrong again.

A few moments later, however, there was a mild jerk

on my body harness and once again I had good, taut,

risers. The impossible had happened.
Seeing the 'chute intact was a source of encourage-

ment to me. If this can survive, I thought, so can I.

The moment I had most felt that I had become a

part of the pattern of the storm was when the hail

struck. From all-weather flight studies, I knew that

hail formed in a storm as a result of drops of rain
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being caught in the turbulence of the storm's drafts,

being shot up to higher, colder levels, freezing, solid-

ifying, then falling, then being caught and shot up
again, re-freezing and soHdifying and growing in size,

imtil they would spill over and come down to earth,

melting as they reached warmer air.

From the way I had been pelted by relentless

showers of hail, I think that if most hail did not melt

prior to striking the earth it would number among
nature's most calamitous phenomena. Even now, as

I imderstand, hail-storms are a serious agricultiural

problem in America, frequently ruining as much as

$100,000,000 Avorth of crops a year.

Experts tell me that unbeHevably large chunks of

hail have been known to strike the earth, such as the

time during a thunderstorm over Potter, Nebraska,

in 1928, when hailstones as large as seventeen inches

in circiunference, weighing well over a poimd, were
officially recorded.

A U.S. Weather Bureau official once said, "A vio-

lent hail-storm has to be experienced to be beHeved.**

I could believe it.

During my bouts with hailstones in the storm, I

felt as though I were being pounded by a symphony
of hammers, drumming at every part of my body.

Sometimes, hitting my helmet, die hail gave me the

feehng it was raining baseballs. I don't know how
large the hailstones were because I cannot recall

seeing them. I was afraid to open my eyes dining

those seemingly interminable moments when hail

struck. Later, from the mass of black-and-blue welts

covering my body no calipers were needed to know
that the hailstones were large—and hard. It was also

dining periods of hail strikes that I thanked the Lord
for having my helmet. I am certain that without a

helmet I would have suffered severe head injuries,

at least concussion, quite probably a fractured skull.

Luckily, during lulls in the storm, lulls lasting
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perhaps ten to thirty seconds each, my mind re-

mained active, thinking about what I would do upon
finally landing. I continually reminded myself that,

when breaking out of the overcast, I should be sure

to get the lay of the land. If coming down over water,

make a mental note about wind direction, wind force,

and the direction of the shoreline. If coming down
over land, note the terrain, its character, whether
wooded, possibly swampy; look for signs of civili-

zation—houses, farms, roads.

Remaining mentally active, I think, prevented me
from losing my mind, at the very least from panick-

ing. I was terrified, but not petrified. I knew that in

spite of some severe moments when I felt as if I might
pass out, I had been conscious all the time. I cannot,

of course, be certain of continual consciousness imder
such circumstances, but one of my most vivid recol-

lections is never at any time during the entire de-

scent, from moment of ejection through the storm,

did I feel as if I had been "out of this world,'' as in

a daze.

Meanwhile, my thoughts stimulated by the pattern

of hail formation, I was mainly concerned about how
long I would be trapped in the storm's pattern. My
most frightening thought came when I remembered
our gunnery training in Guantanamo, where tropical

thunderstorms were almost a daily aflFair, and some of

the thunderheads seemed to remain over one area for

days and weeks at a time, building up day by day
before unleashing their elements over land. There
had been one thunderhead that had remained almost

stationary over the bay for so long, and with such

seeming permanence of station, that we used to re-

fer to it as the "duty storm," always there hke a

duty officer at headquarters. We'd fly around it and

over it by instinct, as though it were an immovable
traffic island in the sky. I wondered, fearfully,

whether I might not have been caught in a "duty
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storm/* which are also common during the summer
months over Norfolk's waters.

I think that's when I gave up trying to look at

my watch. I had reconciled myself to a hard, long

battle and continued to fight it, armed with hope and
mental activity. I thought of myself as being on a

strange ferris wheel of nature, and sooner or later

the tinrbulence would have to run out of energy, re-

leasing me gradually toward earth.

Eventually, I realized that the air was getting

smoother, and the rain was falling more gently. Look-
ing up, I could see my white 'chute clearly against the

gray clouds. I could sense that I was near the earth,

and I knew that below the storm I would probably

have only two or three hundred feet of ceihng. Sud-

denly a patch of green flashed through a break in

the clouds. Then instincts took over again: You II

soon be down; you re not over water, so try to orient

yourself when you break out into the clear.

At last, I was coming in for a landingi Now, I

thought, just make it a good one. Gather your wits.

Watch your landing speed. Dont get killed, after all

this, in a bad landingi



Chapter 14

The Big Bailout-

Rescue

IT WAS AN ENORMOUS
relief, seeing a little bit of green and then seeing

the green growing wider and wider until I was, at

last, completely out of the storm and perhaps no
more than 300 feet from the ground. I forgot in-

stantly about my aches and pains and exhaustion.

I concentrated on looking over the landscape. It

was still raining rather hard and while it was not

yet night time, it was prematurely dark on account

of the storm; there was barely enough Hght to out-

line the wooded area below me. It appeared to be
a pretty dense evergreen forest. I looked for signs

of civihzation, a road, a farmhouse, farm fields, any
landmark by which I might guide myself out of the

woods. I felt a sense of direction was urgent because

in my weakened state I did not relish the idea of

walking into a swamp.
I could only see what happened to be some sort

of field, as though cleared for agricultural use. Then
I noticed that I was barely over the outUne of tall,

sharp treetops and sweeping past them rapidly, as

though I were in a speeding auto looking down at

a green road slipping under the wheels. I estimated

that I had been moving over the ground at thirty-

five to fifty mph. (I learned later from a Navy
aerologist that the wind in the area was recorded at

35 to 40 knots on the ground.

)

I had suddenly begun to oscillate in the parachute

164
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and was heading into the trees as though I were going

to be slammed, not dropped, into them. Instinctively,

I gritted my teeth, closed my eyes, crossed my legs

and cupped my groin. At the rate I was zooming into

the trees with their sharp-looking boughs pointed out

and curving up I was almost certain Td be impaled.

I was prepared for a violent landing, but it was
not as bad as I expected. I seemed to swing out in

the direction of the wind when my 'chute caught in

the treetops. Like a large pendulum, I came svdng-

ing back through the trees, the pine boughs helping

to slow me down. I remember striking a tree. Then
I was on the ground, lying on my left side. I simply

could not beheve that I was on the earth—that I

had survived. I lay there vibrating.

The left side of my head and face felt bruised, as

though I had just struck a stone or a log. For about

ten or fifteen seconds I lay stunned, feeling as if my
entire body were paralyzed. But I knew it wasn't

when I deliberately lifted a leg, then a hand as a

test. I was more emotionally limp; overwhelmed with

an enormous sense of relief that the worst ordeal of

my life had come to an end. I had just been released

from hell. The sanity and the peace and quiet of the

world outside was almost too much to take. I was
battered, drenched, frozen, bruised, and exhausted.

I wanted to feel the succor of the soft, rain-soaked

ground, to hear the soothing sound of wind rushing

through the branches and boughs softly scraping

each other. And I wanted to fall asleep right there

on the forest floor.

After about a minute, the pains reminded me that

I was still in trouble. My entire body ached severely,

especially my back, arms and head. Feeling myself,

I discovered my eyes, nose and cheeks were swollen,

my left side badly bruised, and my entire face gen-

erally raw, sensitive to touch. I had no idea what
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might have been wrong with me, what vital organ
might have been seriously injured, nor how much
I might have been bleeding internally, if at all. I

didn't feel as if I ought to stretch my luck. I thought:

Better get medical help and get it soon. Dont lie

here doing nothing. Ifs not all over yet. Maybe a
rescue party is looking for you now; maybe not. They
may find you—too late. Get going. Get out of here.

I looked at my watch. In the dim hght, I could

barely see the luminous hands: 6:40 p.m. A descent

that should have taken about ten minutes, took forty

minutes! Dont drag it out any longer. Get moving.

StifiF, shaky and shivering, I rose to my feet. It was
still raining. Apparently, the forest floor had absorbed

all the water it could and was now soft and slushy.

I felt as though I were wallowing in water up to my
ankles, making my already uncertain balance more
diflBcult. I took a few steps and stumbled and then

yelled, still on my knees, "Heyl Hey, HEY! Anybody
out there? HEY! OUT THERE! ANYBODY!" My
cries drifted away unheard among the dark trees.

Nobody's here to help me. No time to waste. Vll get

started, now; Til get the hell out of here myself.

I looked up and noticed that my 'chute had been
snared in the trees. It had probably cushioned my
landing but also accounted for the pendulum-Hke
swing that smashed me against a tree trunk. I tried

to unleash myself from the parachute, my numb, raw
hands complicating the effort. I struggled with the

quick-release snaps on my torso harness and finally

managed to open them, getting out of the 'chute.

But it was diflBcult. My hands were stiff. I felt dazed

and weak, as though I had lost a great deal of blood

or was still losing blood. You need medical atten-

tion, fast. Dont play around. Get out of here as fast

as you can. It dawned on me that if I should pass

out in the woods the parachute might lead rescuers

to me. I left it where it was.



The Man Who Rode The Thunder 167

My knife in my hand, I turned to walk and
stumbled into what seemed hke a dense jungle of

imderbrush. A strange, ahen feehng took hold of

me, and I reaUzed that I was, for the first time, get-

ting panicky. Perhaps I was overanxious. It was con-

stantly on my mind that having survived the ejection

and the storm, having now returned with information

that might prove of value to other aviators and flight

siu'geons in the supersonic age, I still might die in

some silly, superficial manner, that would be like

shpping on a banana peel after scaling Mt. Everest.

But I caught myself, stopped, straightened, took

a deep breath and admonished: NoWy calm down;
get hold of yourself. Do what youve been trained to

do. Youre a survivor. You need medical help. Youre
lost. Nobody's around to help you. Find your way
out and move in a direction where you might find

someone to help you.

I decided to Hghten myself as much as possible.

I took ofF my life vest, walked a little, then removed
my torso harness. I kept my helmet on as protection

against the rain, as protection against injury if I

should stimible or pass out, and as a possible means
of identification if I should get into the open. My
knife, large and heavy, almost hke a small machete,

I kept in my hands at the ready for an emergency.

Not knowing where I was, I did not know what I

might have to do, what animal I might have to fight,

or scare off, or kill.

I remembered having seen an open field from the

air, but now in the dense underbrush I had lost my
sense of direction. It reminded me of jungle I had
seen in the South Pacific, more thick underbrush and
vines than trees. I noticed what appeared to be a

large tree stump, its top smoothly cut, as by a saw.

I could feel the smooth surface more than I could see

it; and I noticed a few more stumps like it. I reasoned

that this area had once been visited by lumbermen
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who would have needed a logging road to remove
the fallen trees. Find that logging road. It will lead

you to something, possibly a main road.

Thinking hke this was stimulating, reassuring. I

had calmed down, had recollected my trained in-

stincts. ISJext? Start a square search. If there s a log-

ging road, that's the quickest way to -find it.

A square search is something like walking around
in a "circle,'' except that you walk a specified dis-

tance, a 'leg," and then make a dehberate ninety-

degree tirni, and so continue increasing the distance

covered on each leg. In effect, you walk a square

buUseye, which enables you to overlap an area with-

out walking around the same "circle" all the time.

I started on a leg of fifty paces, made a ninety-degree

turn, increased the next leg to about 100 paces, made
another turn, then covered a leg of some 150 paces

and continued on ever-increasing legs.

The ground was soft, slippery and dotted with

pools of water. I stumbled more than I walked. I

didn't realize it at the time, but I stmnbled from loss

of equilibrium as well as weakness. Finally, on about

the third leg, I discovered what might have been a

logging road. It probably had not been used recently,

I reahzed, since it was under a light growth. But I

could see vehicle tracks, deeper in one direction.

Obviously, the deeper ruts had been made by greater

use; at least it was possible. I followed those ruts

and continued stumbling, pushing vines and under-

brush aside. Within a few minutes, I came upon
the open field I had seen from the air. It was
a cornfield with stalks some four feet high. Looking
over the tops of the cornstalks, I could see what ap-

peared to be running headhghts of automobiles. A
road! I half ran, half stumbled through the cornfield

toward the road, perhaps a quarter of a mile distant,

and up to my knees in water, came upon a steep

gravel incline. I crawled up on my hands and knees,
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reached the hard surface of the road and slowly rose

to my feet. Looking up and down the road, a narrow
black ribbon without white lines, I could see cars

coming from either direction, and about a mile in one
direction the only other sign of civihzation, a Ughted
house. I dehberated for a moment. Try to stop a

motorist or get to the house? But it's raining hard.

Yoin: balance is oflF. You're feeling weak. You might
not make it to the house. You might collapse on the

road, get run over, or fall off the road, into the ditch.

Stop a motorist; ask him to get you to a hospital.

I was not aware then that standing there in the

heavy rain, at the edge of a black road, in late, almost

purplish twihght, in my tattered flight suit and Buck
Rogers helmet, my face swollen and raw, blood

caked on my face, still oozing a bit from my mouth,
nose and ears, a large naked knife flashing in my
hand, I must have been a startling if not frightening

sight. Many cars, coming at the rate of about one or

two every three or four minutes, passed me without

so much as a second glance. Indeed, it seemed as if

some of them, upon seeing me, stepped harder on
the gas pedal. One woman tossed me a friendly wave
in answer to my arm pumping.

I looked continually in the direction of the hghted
house. It was only dimly lit. Should I try to make it

there? But I could not discern any activity connected

with the house. I was afraid Td get there, not

find anyone home, and having expended reserve

energy, collapse in some out-of-the-way place. Un-
seen for hours, I might die. I was then shaking vio-

lently from the cold, perhaps shock.

Desperate, I decided that if the next few cars

did not stop at my signal, I'd lie down in the road

and try to force someone to stop. As another car ap-

proached I began frantically waving my hands and
running along the side of the road. I stumbled, rose,

ran, stumbled. The car went by. I was on my knees
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when I saw its red brake lights suddenly go on about
fifty yards down, timi, and come back. When the

car pulled alongside, the driver, a slender, neatly

dressed man who appeared to be in his early forties,

rolled his window down, just a bit, enough to talk.

He apparently was acting with caution.

I staggered to the window. "Help me," I said.

**rm a pilot. I've just ejected from an airplane. Take
me to a hospital/' But there was no pleading tone in

my voice. I spoke firmly, almost as if I were giving an
order. I was in no mood for dilatory tactics and was
fully prepared to force him to take me if he should

have shown even the slightest indecision. Instead,

he motioned for me to come aroimd and get in the

front seat. As I opened the door and the dome Hght
went on, I could see four young boys in the back
and a handsome woman in front, all neatly dressed.

The driver took off immediately, introduced him-

self as Judson Dunning, a farmer, the woman as

Mrs. Dunning, his wife and a school teacher, and
three of the boys, ranging in age from about ten to

seventeen, his sons; the fourth boy, a teenager, a

cousin.

Mr. Dunning, mild-mannered, soft-voiced, ex-

plained that they had merely been out visiting, tak-

ing a Sunday drive. He did not have enough gas to

get me to the hospital, but would take me where he
could call an ambulance. The boys began arguing

among themselves as to who had spotted me first. It

seems that one of them, recognizing my flight suit

and helmet, had called out, "Dad I That's a jet pilot.

He's in trouble. Stop. Help him." Mr. Judson had
argued, but luckily only weakly, that the "jet pilot"

was probably "some drunk in a crazy get-up." None-

theless, he decided to yield to the wisdom and knowl-

second look at me.
edge of modem youth and turned back to take a

I pulled off my helmet, tossed it into the back seat
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and said, "Here, boys. Thanks. I owe you my life.

There's your souvenir.'' (Later, I learned, Mr. Dun-
ning and his sons, hke good woodsmen, had been
able to backtrack my escape route from the woods,
recovered my parachute and siuvival pack, took it

to their home and, pending my picking it up again,

spread everything out on neatly arranged chairs in

the hallway of their home, inviting neighbors and
friends to visit the jet pilot's museum.)

Mrs. Dunning, her compassionate mother instinct

showing, seemed very much concerned about my
appearance, especially my dangling httle finger and
the blood on my face. She remarked that my face

looked as if if had been terribly beaten, "raw as a

lobster." I could feel the blood still trickhng from
my nose and one ear, but seeking to reassure Mrs.

Dunning I told her that the only thing I was con-

cerned about was my possibly broken finger. I did

not bother to explain what I had gone through.

As we rode, Mr. Dunning talked about the storm.

He said it was one of the worst storms he had seen

in this area, where he had Uved most of his life, and
was gravely worried that it might have ruined his

peanut crop. It had aheady caused considerable

damage in the entire area. "It must have been tough,

coming down in a parachute through it," he re-

marked. I nodded.

I told him that I didn't know where I was. He
said I was in North Carolina; and he was taking me
to a httle town. Rich Square, where there was a

private ambulance service which could get me to a

hospital in Ahoskie. I had bailed out in Virginia and
had landed in North Carolina.

After what seemed like a ten-minute ride, we
pulled up before a modem version of an old-fashioned

general store. The entrance was beyond a wooden
porch, a few steps oflF the street level. Outside the

store there were a few men, their shoes off, pants
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rolled up, sloshing through water. Mr. Dunning took

oflF his shoes, rolled up his trousers, went into the

store, saying he'd call the ambulance.

I sat tense and anxious and when nothing seemed
to be happening I went into the store. Mr. Dunning
was talking with a man who appeared to be the pro-

prietor, middle-aged, in a blue-denim shirt, talking

very calmly, almost casually, as though it were every

day in the week that he made emergency ambulance
calls for jet pilots in trouble. He glanced at me with
only the mildest interest and resumed talking with
Mr. Dunning.

I was annoyed. Mr. Dunning, a very gentle man,
did not seem to be getting the sort of fast action I

wanted. Standing at the door, I looked firmly at the

proprietor and said, "I want help. Will you get on
the telephone and call the ambulance?''

"Well," he said, almost lackadaisically, "I'd like

to do just that for you, dontcha know. But we've been
having a mighty big storm around here, a real bad
one, dontcha know. And the hues are down. Can't get

through on the telephone. . .
."

I couldn't take his Linn 'n' Abner calm. I was ex-

hausted. "May I he down," I interrupted. "I'm tired.

I need rest. " I went off to a side of the store and
sprawled on the floor. Some of the men looked

strangely at me, as though they could not under-

stand what sort of creature I was or what was wrong
with me. I could sense that they were also having

troubles of their own on account of the storm.

I lay, exhausted, on the floor for about ten min-

utes when I looked up to see a state highway patrol-

man entering, accompanied by a man who had

apparently been hurt in an auto accident. I got up,

and told him I was a Marine aviator in trouble and

needed to get to a hospital immediately. But, some-

how, he had aheady learned of my emergency and
had called the ambulance.
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I had been thinking about trying to get to Norfolk,

where I felt I might get more appropriate medical
attention from a flight sm'geon, but I felt too weak to

either explain, beg, or argue. I decided to let them
take me to the nearest hospital in Ahoskie. They had
told me that it was a long way to Norfolk and bad
driving.

The ambulance came within a few minutes, and
as I lay down in it, I could see Mr. Dunning coming
in to escort me on the ride to the hospital. In his kind

face I could see that he was concerned about me,
that perhaps he feared I was getting panicky and
might need someone along to soothe me.
Even in the ambulance, my instincts for survival

remained on the alert. As we rode along, I could feel

that the ambulance was going much too fast. When it

went over bumps, I'd feel it sharply, painfully in my
back. When I saw the water spraying up past the

windows every time we went through a puddle, I

knew we were going too fast. I tapped the driver on
the shoulder and said, firmly, "Take it easy. After

what iVe been through I don't want to get killed

in an ambulance on my way to the hospital." He
turned for a moment, smiled wanly, and nodded.

At the hospital, a surprisingly large one for a small

town, I walked haltingly to the emergency room,

where apparently a doctor and nurse had been wait-

ing for me. I explained what I had been through, but

from the doctor's blank, almost puzzled expression, I

got the feeling that beyond routine first-aid and a

physical examination for internal bleeding and pos-

sible fractiures, he did not know exactly what to look

for in an emergency of this sort.

Getting up on the examining table, I asked the

doctor to take a look first at my dangling finger.
**!

think it's broken," I said. He looked at it but said,

"No. I think it's just a cut tendon. Well take care of
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that right away. I'll give you something first to help
you feel better/' He gave me a hypodermic sedative,

which he said was "enough to knock out a horse/' but
it had little effect; there was too much adrenalin in

my blood.

After he had stitched my finger, he went over my
body and expressed astonishment at the unique
*lines" in the skin. During decompression my body
had apparently swelled so much and had pressed so

tightly against the seams of my flight suit, that the

identical seams were clearly impressed on my skin,

as though I had been stitched together with bluish-

red thread.

When the doctor completed his examination, I was
wheeled to a small room and placed in bed, with a re-

assuring goodnight from the doctor and the nurse,

who said I'd be fine in the morning.

I mumbled a thank you, goodnight, and was about

to place my head on the pillow when I shot up sud-

denly. "The airplariel" I exclaimed, "What hap-

pened? Call the State Police. They should know by
now. Find out. Please'' I was shaken at the thought

of what might have happened when the plunging

monster hit the earth. Within a few minutes I had
the consoling answer. Apparently, the highway pa-

trolman, feeling that I'd be anxious about where my
airplane had crashed, had telephoned the hospital to

relay the message that nobody had been hurt. The
plane had been seen to crash by several eyewitnesses

and it had been located in a wooded area near Scot-

land Neck, North Carolina. But all that remained

of it was a few metallic parts lying around the

blackened rim of a huge crater, in which Httle fires

were still burning. The plane had almost vaporized.

A guard had been set up to preserve the site for what

the patrolman knew would come, an accident in-

vestigation and report.

The doctor added that he had also been in tele-
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phone communication with a flight sm'geon and after

a rather long consultation on my wounds and symp-
toms both had agreed: All that could possibly be
done for me now had been done and that I should

just go to bed, get a good night's rest for the return

trip next day to a Naval hospital.

Greatly reUeved, I thanked the doctor and hit the

pillow for what I thought would be a sound sleep.

But all through the night, almost every hour on the

hour, it seemed, a nurse came in, woke me, took my
pulse and blood pressure. I knew what they were
concerned about, and apparently the doctor had
been alerted to it by the flight surgeon. Some months
before another jet pilot had survived an emergency
no-pressure-suit ejection at 40,000 feet—only to die

in the hospital on the night of his rescue. He had
died in his sleep, apparently as a result of undetected

ruptin*ed internal organs. They weren't going to let

the same thing happen to me. Neither was I. I slept

fitfully, waking often to take my own pulse; but each
time it was frighteningly rapid. Oh, forget it! I

thought finally, and went to sleep; overjoyed to be
ahve, in safe hands.



Chapter IS

Airborne Asain

EARLY MONDAY MORN-
ing, July 27, 1959: Hardly more than twelve hours

had elapsed since the moment I had been shot out

of my airplane nearly ten miles up. But the wheels
of mihtary eflBciency had aheady begun to roll. I

had been informed:

That an AAR team (aircraft accident report) had
been dispatched to gather whatever parts of the air-

plane might be salvaged, making use of picks and
shovels and a bulldozer at the crash site;

That another team had been sent out to locate and
question eye witnesses and take affidavits;

That a Naval flight sm-geon and a fellow officer

were on the way to Ahoskie, via heUcopter, to take

me to the hospital at Cherry Point.

When word of the helicopter mission spread, the

entire town of Ahoskie almost shut down. Merchants,

housewives, children, workingmen in overalls, office

clerks—all came out for the "festive" occasion. They
were amply rewarded. Two heUcopters landed on the

hospital lawn.

After consulting with the Ahoskie physician, the

Naval flight surgeon decided to arrange for an am-

bulance to drive me back to Cherry Point. They
apparently had been concerned about my severe

back pains. I objected to the road trip instead of

hehcopter but was overruled by the ffight surgeon.

Still the pain in my back during the ambulance ride

176
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was so severe that the surgeon at one point had to

request the driver to pull into a service station where
he obtained a glass of water for me and gave me an
oral sedative.

After we had arrived at Cherry Point and I had
been taken to a hospital room and made comfortable,

I felt so deeply exhausted that I merely wanted to

sleep and sleep and be left alone.

When I awoke the following morning at 6:30,

however, I made a discovery that caused me con-

siderable distress, which was to last for weeks—until
I had proved I would be able to fly jets again. It be-

gan when a nurse advised me that I was to have a

visit by a couple of Marine Corps generals and the

chief flight surgeon. I decided to clean up and
shave. As I walked toward the bathroom, I found
that my equihbrium had been affected. With my eyes

closed, I lost my balance entirely. With my eyes open,

I could not walk with stabiHty imless I had a refer-

ence to some vertical Une, such as a nearby wall or the

comer of two walls. I said nothing about it. Instead,

I called a hospital corpsman and asked him to assist

me to the bathroom to help me shave. He stood by,

occasionally steadying me, as I washed and lathered

before a mirror. But as soon as I had put the lather

on, it felt as if my entire face were an open wound
and I had just poured iodine into it. I howled in pain,

quickly wiped off the lather, forgot about trying to

shave and went back to bed. I thought for a long

time about my abnormal equihbrium which, if a

result of some injiuy to my inner ears, might ground
me, for a long time, perhaps for ever. It was a haunt-

ing thought.

About two hours later, a flight surgeon came to

see me. He was one of the Navy's leading aero-medi-

cal experts and I had known him for about ten years.

He said, "Bill, we have checked your case details and
the records and we can find no case similar to yours.
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No doubt, you have survived the highest emergency
ejection and the roughest on record. And physical

fitness has certainly paid oflF for you. If you had not

been in excellent physical condition, you might
not have siuvived.''

The physicians at the Cherry Point hospital must
have decided that I'd be better oflF in a famihar en-

vironment for reasons I was not aware of at the

time. They had me transferred to my old base, at

Beaufort. Apparently, they had discerned signs of

personahty changes, which they had attributed to

possible mental shock or nervous system damage; and
they had detected a form of forgetfulness, which the

doctors later described as "mild retrograde am-
nesia,'' ajffecting my memory for events, places and
persons known to me within the three months pre-

ceding the emergency ejection.

Perhaps my first clue to these symptoms came at

Ahoskie where I had felt more fractious, less good
humored than usual, and had experienced difiiculty

in recalhng some of the details of the ejection. I had,

for instance, confused dates and had almost forgotten

that Herb Nolan had been on the flight with me. But
there were other clues.

Shortly after I had arrived at the Naval hospital in

Beaufort, the old friend who had helped me put

Squadron 122 together. Col. Jack Dalton, came to

visit me at my room. As he entered the door, I ad-

dressed him by the wrong name, although I quickly

corrected myself. Also, that night I telephoned my
brother in Pittsburgh to assure him Aat if he should

have heard of my accident not to worry, I was all

right now.
"Are you sure you're all right?" he asked.

"Of course,'' I said. "Don't you beheve me? Why
do you ask it like that?"

"Well, Bill, then why did you call me again to say

the same things? You called last night."
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For a moment, I was stumied. I didn't know what
to say. I concluded the conversation casually, but
returned to my room in a somewhat dazed condition.

Did I call him last night? Must have. He wouldnt
kid me. Why am I so forgetful? Now, I had some-
thing else to worry about in addition to my abnormal
equilibrium, which the doctors at Beaufort soon dis-

covered, after having given me several balance tests.

Had I suflFered anoxia, oxygen deficiency while com-
ing down? Was my brain damaged? I never asked the

doctors. I preferred to wait and see.

In the weeks to follow, I was subjected to every

medical test imaginable and was kept under constant

observation by a small army of physicians, including

flight surgeons, cardiologists, orthopedists, general

surgeons, and EENT's (eye-ear-nose-throat).

At first, they seemed to be seriously concerned

about a shght abnormal reading on my initial electro-

cardiogram. Not knowing what might develop, per-

haps fearing a sudden heart attack, they watched my
cardiovascular system carefully and took a series of

electrocardiograms until my heart readings had ap-

parently returned to normal. I learned later they had
been checking carefully for anoxic heart damage.

Another troublesome development I discovered in

the hospital was a nimibness in the sub-pubic and
surrounding area. The doctors attributed it to nerve

damage, possibly done by the harness straps across

my thighs. In time, however, normal feeling retiuned.

After more than two weeks of intensive examina-

tions. X-rays, and observations, however, the doctors

were satisfied—and somewhat astounded—that I had

suffered no serious internal damage, apart from se-

vere bruises, lacerations, the badly cut httle-finger

tendon, generalized swelling (especially of the eye-

lids), shght subconjunctival hemorrhage in one eye,

some early diflBculty in focusing on small newspaper

print, widespread discoloration of skin (mainly due
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to frostbite), generalized sprains and strains of liga-

ments, joints and muscles (which accounted for the

painful backaches). Gradually, my equihbrium and
memory returned to normal.

Apparently, I had been under extremely close ob-

servation, since one doctor finally reported that there

was no longer any concern over "the possibility of

cerebral anoxia having caused significant brain dam-
age as manifested by personality change.'' I did not

know until after I had been discharged from the hos-

pital that the doctors felt I had not calmed sufficiently

during my early stay in the hospital. They had pre-

scribed tranquilizers for my "nerves" and also to

help reUeve njuscle spasms.

From the steady parade of doctors that came to

see me, some just to talk, others to make extensive

examinations, I knew they had considered me some
sort of medical human guinea pig, which they were
not hkely to see again for a long time, if ever. A
rather well known Naval flight siu-geon, himself a jet

aviator, told me that he didn't think there'd "ever

again be another case like yours. Bill, in the history

of manned aviation." After I had been given ambu-
latory privileges in the hospital, I was asked to give

a talk to a gathering of all the doctors in the hospital,

which I did, answering questions. Mainly, the doc-

tors asked detailed questions about my responses

and sensations during the period of "explosive" de-

compression and the free fall through frigid sub-zero

air. They also solicited my responses to questions

relating to how I had reacted and felt during the

positive, negative and zero g stresses in the thunder-

storm.

Day by day, I was overjoyed to receive good news

about my health. No heart damage. No bone frac-

tures. No spinal injuries. No serious ear or eye dam-

age. No anoxic trauma. Blood and urine tests,

negative. Internal organs normal.
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I was also gratified by something that had nothing

to do with my health. AAR investigators had come
during the first days with tape recorders to ques-

tion me in detail about the accident, primarily to

uncover, if possible, any information that might be
of value to the future safety of military aviators-

routine procedure.

I was, in the first instance, most pleased that I had
been able, each day, to recall incidents in great and
important technical detail, particularly with regard

to various instrument readings—except for the oil

pressure. Having had diflBculty recalling personal

details, it was a source of reassurance to me to know
that I had not forgotten what had taken place in the

airplane. But when all the accident data had been
finally analyzed, I received my biggest personal

thrill. All the experts, including factory engineers,

had agreed that my engine indeed had '^seized.''

The proof was a piece of real evidence. Although
the plane had practically vaporized on impact there

were a few small parts found in and aroimd the

crater. One was part of the engine-driven fuel pump.
The teeth of the pump drive gear had been driven

forward to make a perfect imprint on the face of the

driver bearing. The edges of this imprint were sharp

and clear, just as if they had been stamped with a

die. From this, the engine experts concluded that the

engine was not tinning on impact and had, indeed,

seized. Later, it was oflBcially decided that I had ex-

perienced a true emergency, had analyzed correctly,

and had taken proper action—my twenty-second de-

cision had been right.

There were some days when I felt as though my
ordeal in the thunderstorm was nothing compared
with what I had to suffer in the hospital, namely the

seemingly interminable parade of newsmen and
feature writers from all media, all seeking interviews,

all asking the same questions over and over, nearly
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all asking banal personal questions calculated to

demonstrate that I had been some sort of hero, or

brave man. Very few paid attention to my dis-

claimers of personal glory or to my insistence that

I had been a most unwilling *Tiero'' and that I had
responded as any well trained aviator might. Re-
luctantly, I had granted interviews because quite

frankly I had hoped they would say some of the

nice things I had always felt about the Marine Corps
and Marine aviation and that perhaps my statements

might in some small way improve the pubhc's under-

standing of what Marine Corps aviation is, and what
it means to be a military avaator in the supersonic

age. After seeing the poor results in print—some-

times embarrassing results, as evidenced by some of

the mail I had received, asking for my autographs,

equating me with truly great men in aviation—the

only comfort I could derive was that like all good
Marines I had done my duty and had at least tried

to serve the best interests of the Corps.

One of my good friends at the hospital, a charm-

ing blue-eyed, blonde nurse, proved particularly

helpful during the early stages of my recovery. Know-
ing and understanding me, she had reahzed that I

had been through a shocking experience and it had
lowered my boiling point. She knew I had become
too easily irritated, but she undoubtedly had sensed

what I think was the real cause of it: My fear that

I might not be permitted to fly again. To help me
regain confidence, after I had been given ambulatory

privileges, she'd drive me out to the airfield where
she knew I felt most at ease watching the F8Us
taking off and landing and fl>dng about. She'd talk

soothingly, reassuringly, always reminding me that

the doctors had not found anything seriously wrong
and that before long I'd be flying again. She was
right; but it wasn't that easy.

After I had been discharged from the hospital
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around mid-August, I was told to report periodically

as an out-patient. They were not quite prepared to

discharge me as fit for duty—flying duty.

First, there was a program of physical rehabilita-

tion. I had to return for a series of physiotherapy

treatments, and on my own I engaged in a regimen of

calisthenics and exercises to strengthen my muscles,

particularly my back. I had been unable to bend
over much without considerable pain, although

ordinarily I could do floor-touching exercises with

ease and at great length. When I felt physically fit

again, weeks later, the flight surgeon agreed that I

could return to duty, if . . .

I knew what that "if* was and saved the flight

siu-geon the embarrassment of suggesting it by mak-
ing the request myself, psychiatric clearance. I knew
they wanted to be certain my mind had not been
affected, although the flight surgeon hastened to as-

sure me it was "routine procedure.''

The following day, I reported to a psychiatrist at

Parris Island and promptly discovered that he had
been expecting to see me for some time. He had
been well briefed on my accident and medical re-

ports. It was with rehef that I had discovered this

because I had reached the point of being extremely

piqued in discussing my accident with doctors, re-

porters, nurses, corpsmen and the ordinary curious.

I mentioned this to the psychiatrist and he made me
feel immediately at ease by assuring me that my re-

action was a perfectly normal one.

He asked me to tell him how I felt, personally,

confldentially, about flying again, particularly in

supersonic jets.

Earnestly and quite confidently, I repUed, "Doctor,

I have no fears, no apprehensions whatsoever. I am,

in fact, looking forward eagerly to flying jets again.

Of course, I'd like to know myself what difficulties I
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might encounter physically. But I have no fears

about it/'

"Well, that's good," he said. "At times, as you prob-
ably know, pilots do have apprehensions after an
accident, particularly after one as brutal as yoinrs and
after a rather long layoff.''

He said it with such an air of finahty that I felt re-

lieved. I thought it was all over, quick, to the point,

a friendly chat. But it was not that simple. He put
me through a series of tests which were perhaps ele-

mentary and fundamental to his analysis. It took a

little more than an hour, but it was for me seemingly

endless and with each test, not knowing the mysteries

of psychiatric analysis, I grew filled with silent mis-

givings about whether he'd pass me as fit to fly again.

If at times I may have appeared tense to the psychia-

trist, his impression would have been accurate. I be-

came increasingly tense.

I went over to the flight surgeon's office at the

hospital. As soon as I entered, I knew that the worst

—up to this point—was over. He was smihng. "Bill,

you came through fine," he said. "As far as we're con-

cerned, physically and mentally you are fit to fly, you
may be returned to duty, if . .

."

Again, I anticipated his "if."

"I know," I interrupted. "I'll arrange for a pressure

chamber test immediately."

This was to be my final hurdle. How would I now
react, physically and emotionally, in a pressure cham-

ber test, in which I would be subjected to all the

discomforts of extremely thin air in a simulated

high-altitude flight?

I asked the flight surgeon whether he'd join me in

the pressure chamber, and he agreed.

Wearing only a flight suit, helmet and oxygen mask

—as I had last entered the cockpit of an F8U—I en-

tered the test chamber with the flight surgeon and a

flight physiologist. Both were going to observe my
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physical and emotional reactions—and make them-

selves handy for an emergency, if I should "black

out/' or perhaps panic. They would also note whether

I might develop severe pains in my head, abdomen,
ears, or sinus cavities; whether I might start bleeding

from the eyes, ears, or nose, or experience diflBculty in

breathing. Any one of these symptoms would fore-

stall my return to flying duty.

The flight surgeon and physiologist also wore
oxygen masks, in which there are microphones for

communicating with the pressm-e chamber con-

trollers outside, and with each other.

The test pressure chamber is a small, square steel

cube with a large airtight, steel door at one end and
a thick window at the other end. Inside, hang oxygen
masks from the ceiling (for emergencies) and on the

wall there is an altimeter to indicate the atmospheric

pressures of simulated flight. Hanging from the ceil-

ing there is a balloon, which inflates or deflates ac-

cording to the pressure in the chamber, in order

that pilots and others may see visually what happens
to their internal organs before, dining and after de-

compression.

The flight surgeon and physiologist sat on bucket-

type seats facing me. The chamber is narrow enough
so that facing each other we could reach out and
touch hands. While waiting for the test to begin, we
scarcely talked. For me it was an important, almost

grim moment and I know they did not want to add,

even inadvertantly, to any tense feeUngs I might
have had.

Finally, the door closed and we were hermetically

sealed. We connected our oxygen hoses to the oxygen
supply kept outside the chamber, and the flight

physiologist asked if we were ready. The doctor and
I gave a thumbs-up signal, and the physiologist told

the outside controller to start the test. His voice came
over the intercom in our helmets:
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"Gentlemen, this is a prearranged simulated flight

test. We are going to take you up at the rate of about
4,000 feet per minute until we get you to 20,000
feet; then we shall slow down to about 2,000 feet

per minute, until we hit 35,000 feet. After tiiat well
chmb at 500 feet per minute to 40,000 feet, maximum
altitude, where we shall remain—and then give you
a free fall to 35,000 feet.

*lf at anytime, anyone feels discomfort or pain,

give me a level-oflF signal. Is that all right with you?**

We all signalled, thumbs-up. In effect, he was going

to subject us to a typical jet climbout to high altitude.

He turned a few valves and the flight was on. At
10,000 feet he asked, "Everybody o.k.? Give me a
thumbs-up." We compUed. He repeated his thiraibs-

up request several times as we went through 15,000,

20,000, 25,000, 30,000 and 35,000, and finally 40,000

feet.

During the "flight** my eyes darted constantly from
the altimeter to the doctor to the flight physiologist.

They did not take their eyes off me for a moment. Not
until we hit 30,000 feet did I reahze I was doing well.

In fact, I had never felt better in a test chamber. After

we had levelled off (actually at 41,000 feet), we re-

mained there for about one minute. Then suddenly

came the free fall, the abrupt change in pressure, de-

compression. It was not "explosive" decompression,

but it was suflBciently critical. It was my crucial mo-
ment. I felt my ears ""pop*' and gas expanding

throughout my body.

But for me, compared with the actual decompres-

sion I had gone through, it was "painless.** I showed
not the slightest sign of discomfort, much less pain.

When the test was over and the door opened, we
all stepped out gingerly and the doctor and the flight

physiologist, smiling, shook hands with me. It was
all over. I could return to flying again.

I didn't wait long. The following day, as a pre-
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caution, I arranged for a headquarters pilot to go up
with me in a two-seater jet trainer. I zoomed around
for more than an hour, doing a few rolls, shooting

some landings, and I knew I was ready again for the

F8U.
Next day I had my big moment. I went up in an

F8U. I made an afterburner takeoflF and as soon as I

felt the powerful slam at my back, I knew I had re-

turned to where I belonged.

Tiger One was back in the air.



Epilogue: What's Now?

SHORTLY BEFORE JULY
26, 1959, the day of my emergency ejectioii, I had
received orders to report to Quantico to participate in

a senior training course for amphibious operations.

It was the type of assignment that precluded much
flying, and one that I felt I could very well do with-

out. But orders are orders, imhappy as such might
be occasionally; and when I had expressed some dis-

pleasure at this assignment, my friend, Col. Jack
Dalton, suggested that this was one time Td be tied

to the groimd for awhile. After we had joked with

each other about it, we made a friendly bet, a bottle

of champagne, that somehow my orders would be
changed. I would not be assigned to Quantico.

As I lay in my hospital bed at Beaufort, after the

incident of July 26, Jack came to see me, and the

first words out of his mouth were: 'TTou sure go to an

awful lot of trouble to win a bottle of champagne.'*

Actually, I did not know imtil after I had been

discharged from the hospital that the unavoidable

delay in reporting to Quantico had compelled head-

quarters to cancel my orders. A few months later I

was, instead, ordered to attend the Armed Forces

Staff College at Norfolk.

As I write this, I am about to graduate, and await

orders for my next assignment.

I have often been asked, *'What will you do now?
You are getting older. Aren't your jet-flying days

over?**

188
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Ten years ago, I might have said yes.

But in this era of rapidly changing technology, a
jet pilot at age forty is only a freshman for what is

to come. Youth alone is no longer important. Experi-

ence in high-performance, high-altitude flying takes

years of intense training, flying and disciphne to

acquire; yet this experience is indispensable for the

next dimension in aviation—outer space.

What now?
Someday I would like to stand on the moon, look

down through a quarter million miles of space, and
say. "There certainly is a beautiful earth out tonight.''
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^^One of Vfie most fascinating personal

expediences in aviation history/'

- ' -NEWARK NEWS

THE MAlif^WH^^^^^^pER—Marine Lt.

Col. William H. Rankin—was streaking
down the sky over the Carolina coast at

close to the speed of sound in a F8U
Criisader jet fighter.

It was' nearly 6 P.M. , July 26, 1959.

Flying conditions were splendid, the

jet was functioning smoothly and Col.

Rankin gave little thought to the black
thunderheads far below.

Seconds later, the most incredible

40 minutes in the history of flighl
began...

|
The Jet's engine thumped and rumbled'

—a warning light flashed on--Col.
Rankin had to eject at 50,000 feet I

Normally, his descent would have taken
10 minutes ; this time it lasted 40, as

Rankin was the airborne captive of a

storm whose violence few men have ever

seen, much less survived.
I

THE MAN WHO RODE THE THUNDER is the story

of the life, career and training of th© =

man who did survive this epic adventure

—Lt, Col. William H. Rankin of the

United States Marine Corps, THE MAN

WHO RODE THE THUNDER.
I
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