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To Jerry,
who flew with courage, served with humility,
and built a legacy not in headlines,
but in handshakes, laughter, and quiet acts of good.


And to all those who serve—
in skies, in silence, and in service to others.
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Prologue




On most mornings, Jerome “Jerry” Beaulier can be found seated in the small front garden of his home on a narrow stretch of road that runs the length of the St Andrews coastline, just across from the weathered ruins of the 12th-century castle that once defended Scotland’s eastern shores. The garden is modest. A patch of grass bordered by low iron fencing, with nothing ornamental about it. Yet it holds all he requires: a view of the North Sea, the sound of gulls overhead, and the steady rhythm of passersby—locals, students, visitors—each carrying a piece of the day’s story. 

The bench he sits on is his own handiwork, fashioned from driftwood and salvaged oak. It is solid, functional, and worn smooth with use. On this particular morning—as on so many—Jerry leans back, a cup of tea in one hand and the other hand resting on the head of his Scottish Border Collie, Skippy, as she sits by his side. The dog watches a black lab saunter past across the road. Jerry lifts his hand in greeting.

“Morning,” he says, his voice softened by age, though still carrying that unmistakable cadence of the American Midwest.

Perched atop his head is his favorite Green Bay Packers woolen cap—faded, stretched, and likely older than some of the golfers who pass by on their way to the Old Course. He wears it year-round. Not out of habit, but as a kind of signature. A small token of where he came from, and a symbol of endurance.

Beyond the castle ruins, the North Sea stretches out—a broad slate expanse marked by wind and tide. The gulls wheel above, circling slowly against a sky streaked with cloud. Jerry watches them, not idly, but with the studied eye of someone who once looked to the sky for other reasons. He spent a lifetime doing that—watching for movement, reading weather, scanning for the flicker of an aircraft silhouette against the sun.

He does not often speak of those years. Not unless asked. And even then, he’ll keep the details short—perhaps a story about an engine flameout over Da Nang, or a wry remark about how the real challenge wasn’t learning to fly… but learning how to land on an aircraft carrier. Those who meet him—the neighbors who wave from bicycles, the dog walkers who pass by, the volunteers from the Hamish Foundation, the charity he works with tirelessly to better, simply do not realize that Jerry Beaulier was once among the finest naval aviators the United States ever produced.

He is not remembered here as a warrior or a figure from history. He is known simply as Jerry. The American with the firm handshake and the steady gaze. The one who clips his own hedges and still sharpens his tools by hand. The man who remembers your dog’s name and gives biscuits to any that stop at his gate. He writes letters in ink, keeps to a quiet routine, and finds comfort in the sea air rolling over the headlands.

Most passersby have no idea who he is. They come for the ruins, the castle walls that lean defiantly into the North Sea breeze. They snap their photographs, admire the battlements, and walk on. But sometimes, when the light shifts just right to highlight the ivy-clad wall behind him, they glance across the road. They see the old man sitting beneath the chimney stack, nodding to a stranger’s dog, with Skippy at his feet. And they wonder.

They cannot know that this man once helped change the course of aviation history by shooting down a MiG in the Vietnam war. Although not the very first kill by an American pilot in this conflict, it was however unique in one historical way. The successful first effort by a Top Gun graduate, call sign Beau, was to be used to validate the new teaching program known by pilots around the world as simply TOP GUN, or TOPGUN, as both are acceptable.

The recorded footage from that moment would become a catalyst, one of the sparks that led to the founding of what would become the Navy Fighter Weapons School. As the Vietnam War played out abroad, he had trained in the uncertain dawn of the first class of what would become known as Top Gun. And when offered a legacy, he chose instead to shape one quietly, and far from the noise.

This is his story.

But that is for later. 


      [image: ]To fully understand Jerome Beaulier—to fully understand the choices that shaped a man of steady conviction—we must go back. Not to St Andrews, nor to the North Sea, but to the forested region of the Upper Michigan Peninsula and later, to the skies above Southeast Asia. 

It is October 1952. A crisp afternoon in the woods. Jerome, twelve years old, stands in a clearing with his father, the forest floor soft beneath his boots. The bow in his hand feels solid, familiar. And when the deer appears—a flicker of movement in the filtered light—it is not luck that guides his shot, but focus. That evening, they will return home together, the quiet bond between father and son sealed not with words, but with the weight of responsibility carried well.

Fast forward eighteen years. It is March 1970, and the sky above North Vietnam is anything but quiet. Now Lieutenant Jerry Beaulier, he flies at altitude, his Phantom banking through a turn. Behind him sits Lieutenant Steve Barkley, his back-seater. What follows is a matter of record: the first confirmed MiG kill of the Vietnam War by an American Navy Top Gun pilot. It would be the moment that helped ignite the creation of the Navy Fighter Weapons School—Top Gun—a program that would reshape military aviation for decades to come. He and his back-seater, Barkley, had guaranteed their inclusion in America’s wondrous military history forever.

But it is not the statistics or even the triumph that lingers. What matters most is that the same steady hand that once drew a bow in the Michigan woods now guided a fighter jet through combat skies. The same mind that would one day help design wheelchairs for strangers had, in that earlier moment, shaped history in the cockpit of a warplane.

What unites these moments is not heroism, but character.

Not acclaim, but craft.

The sense that conviction—when sharpened by purpose—can do extraordinary things.

This is the story of Jerome Beaulier.

Not just the pilot.

Not just the father and husband.

But the man.
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A Boy and a Bow





Long before the name Jerry Beaulier, code name Beau, would enter the vernacular of naval aviators—before a single confirmed MiG kill, the classified gun-camera footage tucked into government vaults, or the founding of a flight school that would alter the course of American aviation—he was simply a boy of the land. He was not yet defined by velocity, altitude, or precision machinery, but by the slow and steady rhythm of a countryside still catching its breath after the Great Depression.

Jerry’s story began in the American Midwest, in a narrow bend of river flanked by pine and oak, on a family farm that demanded more than it gave. He was born as the 1930s drew to a close, in a nation still marked by economic hardship but steadied by resilience. On that farm, the Beauliers lived not by talk of adversity, but by quiet endurance. His parents and grandparents, hailing from Sweden, Canada, and France—practical, proud, and sparing with praise—believed a child should learn the shape of life not from books alone, but from toil, repetition, and the enduring example of the land itself.

Even as a young boy, Jerry moved differently. He was quiet, not timid. Deliberate, not slow. He listened to the woods and moved through them as if he belonged there. He had a hunter’s poise before he ever carried a weapon. By the age of ten, he had taken to the bow and arrow with uncanny fluency. Not for sport. For need. On that land, a boy who could bring down a deer with precision and dress it cleanly was not praised—he was counted upon.

By thirteen, Jerry was providing for his family. Tracking deer through the cold Michigan woods, often for days, he learned patience not from a parent or a preacher, but from the wilderness itself. He dressed game with both reverence and efficiency, wasting nothing. These were not the hobbies of a boy—these were the habits of someone raised under necessity. And in those long, silent hours—waiting with his breath fogging in the early morning chill—he absorbed truths no classroom could provide. Stillness could be power. The shot, once taken, could not be undone; and that responsibility begins not with success, but with preparation, and three simple words: practice, practice, practice.

From the high limbs of a tree or the quiet belly of a thicket, Jerry often turned his eyes skyward. Occasionally, high above the farmland, a plane would etch a silver contrail across the blue, clean, exact, and impossibly fast. He didn’t yet know their names, but he understood them as more than machines. They moved with purpose. They cut through a world he knew to be heavy with earthbound labor. Something inside him stirred.

His mother once remarked, without exaggeration, that her son had “an animal’s intuition and a monk’s discipline.” It was not meant poetically. Jerry could vanish into the woods at dawn and return at dusk with meat on his shoulders and a plan in his mind. The next morning, he might be found with his grandfather, fixing a fencepost or disassembling the tractor’s carburetor just to understand it better. He was never idle. Even as a child, every motion carried intention.

In school, Jerry was quiet but bright. His aptitude for physics and mechanics earned the attention of more than one teacher. Engines, to him, were not mysterious—they were comprehensible systems, almost familiar, like breathing. He was not yet drawn to the cockpit itself, but something was taking shape: an awareness of how things moved, and why. His cousin, a pilot back from the war, told stories of dogfights and evasive maneuvers in the skies over North Korea. Jerry listened, not for the thrill of the violence, but for the precision required. He understood the pilot not as a daredevil, but as a craftsman.

When Jerry left for the Navy, it was not with a spectacle. His parents stood on the porch, quiet with pride, their goodbye stitched together in silence and gesture. His father handed him a small buck knife, its leather grip worn smooth by years of use. “Keep your edge,” he said. That was all.

Jerry nodded and tucked the knife into his pack. He was not the first farm boy to trade rows of corn for runways, but he left carrying something few recruits could claim: a discipline forged not in drills but in frost-covered dawns. A vision trained not in simulators but in the hush of the forest. He had killed with a bow and fed his family. Patience, stealth, and cunning, and a fearless understanding of being the hunter and not the hunted. Soon, he would climb into a jet built for war.

The Navy would notice him. His enthusiasm. His need for speed. And teach him how to fly. But the land had already taught him how to endure—how to hunt—how to maneuver and avoid failure. 

The land had already taught him how to survive.
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