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         To John Pennington: my mentor in the newspaper years,

      my fellow traveler in the wilderness years,

      and my inspiration forever. He died too soon.
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      Prologue

      Reminiscences

      
         
         
         ON March 20, 1997, a somber crowd gathered in the Old Post Chapel at Arlington National Cemetery, across the Potomac from Washington,
         D.C. They came to attend the memorial service for Colonel John Richard Boyd, United States Air Force, retired.
      

      Winter often lingers in the hills of northern Virginia. And on that Thursday morning a cold rain and overcast skies caused
         many in the crowd to wrap their winter coats tighter and to hurry for the doors of the chapel.
      

      Full military honors were provided for Boyd—a ceremonial detachment that included an honor guard, band, rifle squad, and flag-draped
         caisson drawn by six gray horses. Boyd was a fighter pilot. He wore the Air Force uniform for twenty-four years. During that
         time he made more contributions to fighter tactics, aircraft design, and the theory of air combat than any man in Air Force
         history. But on that soft and dreary day when Boyd’s ashes were laid to rest, the Air Force all but ignored his passing. Only
         two uniformed Air Force officers were in the congregation. One, a three-star general, represented the Air Force chief of staff.
         He sat alone in the front row and was plainly uncomfortable. The other was a major who knew Boyd’s work and simply wanted
         to pay his respects.
      

      Neither man had ever met John Boyd.

      A chaplain opened the Protestant service. Then, one by one, three of Boyd’s oldest friends walked to the front of the chapel.

      Tom Christie, a tall, white-haired man, solemnly read the Twenty-third Psalm.

      Ron Catton, one of Boyd’s former students and a fellow fighter pilot, delivered the first eulogy. He quoted Sophocles: “One
         must wait
      

      until the evening to see how splendid the day has been.” As he told what it was like to fly with Boyd back in the old days,
         his lips trembled and his speech became rushed. Some of those present turned their eyes away, stared at Boyd’s linen-draped
         urn, and remembered.
      

      There was much to remember, for few men have had such a splendid day as John Boyd.

      Boyd’s friends smiled broadly, a few even chuckled, as they recalled Boyd at his loud, arm-waving, irrepressible best. The
         chuckles must have puzzled the chaplain. A military funeral with full honors is marked by dignity and solemnity. The slow
         measured cadences and the history-dictated procedures evoke respectful silence. This is a sacred rite, this final remembrance
         of a man whose life was spent in the service of his country. Here, levity is out of place.
      

      But Boyd’s friends did not come to mourn; they came to celebrate a life that tossed and tumbled those in its wake. And when
         Pierre Sprey, an aristocratic and reserved man with swept—back white hair, began a second eulogy by saying, “Not many people
         are defined by the courts-martial and investigations they faced,” raucous laughter echoed off the white walls of the chapel.
         Sprey told how Boyd once snapped the tail off an F-86, spun in an F-100, and how he not only stole more than $1 million worth
         of computer time from the Air Force to develop a radical new theory but survived every resulting investigation. Chuck Spinney,
         a boyish Pentagon analyst who was like a son to Boyd, laughed so loud he could be heard all across the chapel. Even those
         in the congregation who barely knew Boyd wore broad grins when they heard how he was investigated a dozen times for leaking
         information to the press and how his guerrilla tactics for successful leaking are still being used today.
      

      Boyd’s career spanned the last half of the twentieth century. He served in World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. His ideas greatly
         influenced the prosecution of the Gulf War in 1991. In the aftermath of the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon,
         there were numerous media stories of “Fourth Generation Warfare,” a concept based on Boyd’s work. And while Boyd’s life was
         marked by a series of enormous accomplishments and lasting achievements, the thing that meant the most to him over the longest
         period of time was the simple title he had in the beginning. He was first, last, and always a fighter pilot—a loud-talking,
         cigar-smoking, bigger-than-life 
         fighter pilot. There is no such thing as an ex–fighter pilot. Once a young man straps on a jet aircraft and climbs into the
         heavens to do battle, it sears his psyche forever. At some point he will hang up his flight suit—eventually they all do—and
         in the autumn of his years his eyes may dim and he may be stooped with age. But ask him about his life, and his eyes flash
         and his back straightens and his hands demonstrate aerial maneuvers and every conversation begins with “There I was at…” and
         he is young again. He remembers the days when he sky-danced through the heavens, when he could press a button and summon the
         lightning and invoke the thunder, the days when he was a prince of the earth and a lord of the heavens. He remembers his glory
         days and he is young again.
      

      Some of Boyd’s friends at the memorial service remembered the time back in the mid- and late 1950s when John Boyd was the
         best fighter pilot in America. When he returned from a combat tour in Korea to become an instructor at the Fighter Weapons
         School—the Air Force’s premier dogfighting academy—he became known as “Forty-Second Boyd,” the pilot who could defeat any
         opponent in simulated air-to-air combat in less than forty seconds. Like any gunslinger with a nickname and a reputation,
         Boyd was called out. Some of the best pilots in the Air Force challenged him at one time or another. So did the best pilots
         in the Navy and the Marine Corps. But no man could be found who was better in the air than John Boyd. He was never defeated.
      

      Boyd was more than a great stick-and-rudder man. He was that rarest of creatures—a thinking fighter pilot. Anyone familiar with the Air Force can tell you two things with confidence: one, fighter pilots are known
         for testosterone, not gray matter, and two, military doctrine is dictated by people with stars on their shoulders. But in
         1959, when he was just a young captain, John Boyd became the first man to codify the elusive and mysterious ways of air-to-air
         combat. He developed and wrote the “Aerial Attack Study,” a document that became official Air Force doctrine, the bible of
         air combat—first in America, and then, when it was declassified, for air forces around the world. Put another way, while still
         a junior officer, John Boyd changed the way every air force in the world flies and fights.
      

      But creating a new standard for air-to-air combat was only the beginning of Boyd’s intellectual contributions to the Air Force.
         Pierre 
         Sprey told how in 1961 the Air Force sent Boyd back to college for another degree. Boyd chose the Georgia Institute of Technology,
         one of the tougher state engineering schools in America. Late one night, while studying for an exam in thermodynamics, Boyd
         went off on a riff about being a fighter pilot in Korea and what it was like to fly an F-86 down MiG Alley. Suddenly what
         he had learned in thermodynamics meshed with all that he had learned as a fighter pilot and Boyd had the epiphany that became
         his Energy-Maneuverability (E-M) Theory.
      

      Tom Christie smiled and nodded as he remembered. He was the man who steadied the soapbox for the rambunctious and confrontational
         Boyd in those tumultuous years of presenting the E-M Theory to the Air Force, the years when Boyd became known as the “Mad
         Major.” After E-M, nothing was ever the same in aviation. E-M was as clear a line of demarcation between the old and the new
         as was the shift from the Copernican world to the Newtonian world. Knowledge gained from E-M made the F-15 and F-16 the finest
         aircraft of their type in the world. Boyd is acknowledged as the father of those two aircraft.
      

      Either the “Aerial Attack Study” or the E-M Theory would have given Boyd a lasting place in aviation history. But his greatest
         and most enduring accomplishments still lay ahead. After he retired from the Air Force in 1975, Boyd became the founder, leader,
         and spiritual center of the Military Reform Movement—a guerrilla movement that affected the monolithic and seemingly omnipotent
         Pentagon as few things in history have done. For a few years he was one of the most powerful men in Washington.
      

      Then he went into a self-imposed exile and immersed himself in a daunting study of philosophy, the theory of science, military
         history, psychology, and a dozen other seemingly unrelated disciplines. He had evolved from being a warrior to a warrior-engineer,
         and now he was about to move into the rarefied atmosphere of the pure intellectual. He synthesized all that he studied into
         all that he knew about aerial combat, expanded it to include all forms of conflict, and gave birth to a dazzling briefing
         titled “Patterns of Conflict.”
      

      When Sprey reached this part of his eulogy, he paused and his eyes roamed the chapel and found Christie and Spinney and two
         other men: Ray Leopold and James Burton. These were Boyd’s Acolytes, 
         his most dedicated followers. Their years with Boyd were the pivotal, years of their lives. They followed Boyd into dozens
         of bloody bureaucratic battles and their careers were forever changed, some say ruined, by the experience. These men believe
         that Boyd’s final work made him the most influential military thinker since Sun Tzu wrote The Art of War 2,400 years ago. For, like an Old Testament prophet purified by wandering in the desert, Boyd’s exile ended with a vision
         so amazing and so profound that it convinced both the U.S. Army and the U.S. Marine Corps to change their basic doctrines
         on war fighting. As bizarre and unbelievable as it sounds, an old fighter pilot taught ground troops how to fight a war. The
         results of what he taught were manifested in the crucible of the Gulf War. Everything about the startling speed and decisive
         victory of that conflict can be attributed not to the media heroes, not to strutting and bombastic generals, but to a lonely
         old man in south Florida who thought he had been forgotten.
      

      Boyd was one of the most important unknown men of his time. He did what so few men are privileged to do: he changed the world.
         But much of what he did, or the impact of what he did, was either highly classified or of primary concern to the military.
         The only things he ever published were a few articles in specialized Air Force magazines and an eleven-page study. His most
         important work was a six-hour briefing. Thus, there is almost nothing for academics to pore over and expound upon. That is
         why today both Boyd and his work remain largely unknown outside the military.
      

      The Acolytes work to change that. They work to keep Boyd’s memory alive and to move his ideas into the mainstream of American
         thought. Each Wednesday evening, as they have done for almost thirty years, they meet in the Officers Club at Fort Myer. The
         basement room where they convene is called, fittingly enough, the Old Guard Room. They talk of Boyd and they replay the old
         battles and they laugh about the “cape jobs” and “hot platters” and “tube steaks” he engineered. But the conversation often
         lingers on Boyd’s character and integrity. Not that he was an exemplar of all things good and noble. Far from it. Like many
         fighter pilots, he took a certain pride in his profanity and coarseness and crude sense of humor. He cared little for his
         personal appearance and could be demanding, abrasive, and unreasonable. And while in his professional life Boyd accomplished
         
         things that can never be duplicated, in his personal life he did things few would want to duplicate.
      

      Boyd’s Acolytes minimize his faults. They say it is more important that his core beliefs were steel-wrapped and his moral
         compass was locked on true North, that he never misspent his gifts. His motivation was simple: to get as close as possible
         to the truth. He would have been the first to admit there is no absolute truth. But he continued chasing something that was
         always receding from his grasp. And in the pursuit he came far closer to the unattainable than do most men.
      

      Boyd never achieved the one thing he wanted most. He died thinking the people in his hometown never knew of his contributions
         to national defense. He died thinking he would be remembered, if at all, as a crackpot and a failure, as a man who never made
         general, and a man whose ideas were not understood and whose accomplishments were not important.
      

      All his life Boyd was pursued by enemies real and imagined. He reacted the only way he knew how: by attacking. The rank or
         position of his enemy, the size or significance of the institution, none of it mattered. He attacked. And when Boyd attacked,
         he gave no quarter. Time after time he outmaneuvered his foes and sent them down to ignominious defeat.
      

      The men around Boyd, those who knew him longest and best, say he stood fast against the blandishments of big money. He was
         a profane puritan who held himself and others to the highest standards. He lived in a world of black and white, of right and
         wrong, of good and evil. He never broke the faith and would not tolerate those who did. He was an incorruptible man in a place
         where so many were corrupt. He was a pure man at a time when pure men were needed but so few answered the call.
      

      All this and more the friends of John Boyd remembered that dreary day in the chapel at Arlington National Cemetery. Then it
         was over and they slowly walked out of the chapel and huddled in small groups against the rain and mist. They were angry at
         the Air Force. More should have been done to honor the man who had given so much.
      

      If the U.S. Air Force was conspicuous by its absence, the U.S. Marines were conspicuous by their presence. In fact, had anyone
         passed by who knew military culture but did not know John Boyd, 
         they would have been bewildered to see so many Marines at the memorial service of an Air Force pilot. Particularly noticeable
         was a group of young lieutenants—rigid, close-cropped, and hard young men from the Basic School at Marine Base Quantico. These
         were warriors-in-training. From their ranks would come the future leadership of the Marine Corps. Then there was a senior
         marine colonel who wore the ribbons and decorations of a man who had seen combat in many places. His presence awed the young
         lieutenants and they kept their eyes on him.
      

      The colonel’s command presence made him stand out—that and the fact he marched alone as the crowd walked down a rain-glistening
         road between endless rows of tombstones. The damp air muffled the rhythmic clacking of the horses’ hooves and the sharp snap
         of metal taps on the gleaming shoes of the honor guard.
      

      On a green and windswept slope, the cortege halted. The grass was wet and the air was clean and sweet. The crowd gathered
         at Section Sixty, grave site number 3,660. The Marine colonel took from his pocket a Marine Corps insignia, the eagle globe
         and anchor. He marched out of the crowd, kneeled, and placed the insignia near the urn containing Boyd’s ashes. Someone took
         a picture. In that frozen moment the light of the flash sparkled on the eagle globe and anchor, causing it to stand out sharply
         against the bronze urn and green grass. The black insignia drew every eye. As one, and without a command to do so, the young
         lieutenants snapped to attention. Placing the symbol of the U.S. Marine Corps on a grave is the highest honor a Marine can
         bestow. It is rarely seen, even at the funeral of decorated combat Marines, and it may have been the first time in history
         an Air Force pilot received the honor. This simple act is an expression of love—love of the deceased, love of the Truth, love
         of country, and love of the Corps, all wrapped up together. It signified that a warrior spirit had departed the flight pattern.
      

      A seven-man rifle squad fired three volleys and a lone bugler played the ever-melancholy “Taps.” The service was over. Some
         of those at the funeral turned and walked away. But the young Marine officers remained at attention, a last, lingering sign
         of respect. Like the Marines, Boyd’s friends were reluctant to say good-bye. They tarried in the mist and talked. High overhead
         they could hear a flight of F-15s prowling around and looking for a way to let down through 
         the clouds and make a flyby over Boyd’s grave. But it would not happen; the clouds were too thick. Boyd’s friends huddled
         their shoulders against the rain. Around them, in one of America’s most majestic and solemn places, were the graves of thousands
         who fought and died for their beliefs. It was the proper resting place for the mortal remains of John Boyd. But somehow, some
         way, his grave should have been set apart from the others. For while America likes to believe that it often produces men like
         John Boyd, the truth is that men who embody a warrior spirit combined with sweeping and lasting intellectual achievement are
         rare not only in America, but in any country. They seldom pass among us. And they do so only when there is a great need.
      

   
      
Part One


      FIGHTER PILOT

   
      Chapter One

      Haunted Beginnings

      
         
         ERIE, Pennsylvania, is a hard town, a blue-collar town, a grubby and decrepit town that has more in common with its fellow Great
         Lakes rust-belt towns of Buffalo and Cleveland than it has with Pennsylvania cities. Perched high in the northwestern corner
         of Pennsylvania, with its face toward the lake and its back toward the rest of the state, Erie is the only port town in Pennsylvania.
         Even people in other parts of the state often are surprised to learn that until the last year or so it was their third largest
         municipality, after the elegant and history-wrapped city of Philadelphia and the brawny sophistication of Pittsburgh. The
         town of about one hundred thousand just doesn’t seem that big—not so much because it is remote, which it is, but because it
         is so narrow, so provincial.
      

      The one natural feature in Erie worthy of note is the glorious Presque Isle Peninsula, which juts seven miles into the lake
         and forms a bay that in the summer is ideal for boating and in the winter for ice sailing. “The Peninsula,” as it is called,
         offers not only eleven beaches but an untrammeled spot of wilderness, a glorious combination of wetlands and walking trails
         that draws people by the thousands. It is a unique natural bounty.
      

      
         But Erie also is suited for being an industrial port, an opening onto the Great Lakes. And almost from its beginning the town
         has been caught between the polarities of wanting to be a tourist destination and wanting to be an industrial port. The desire
         to be an industrial city has prevailed to the degree that contamination from local industries may never be removed from the
         muck at the bottom of the lake.
      

      Erie long has searched for that which made it unique—for events or people in its history worth boasting about to the outside
         world. Such events and such people have been few and, when viewed from other parts of America, may seem curious. For example,
         it is a matter of considerable local pride that in the Battle of Lake Erie, an engagement during the War of 1812, Commodore
         Oliver Hazard Perry sailed aboard a ship built in Erie. Then there was Erie’s Colonel Strong Vincent, who stood in the midst
         of battle at Gettysburg and exhorted his troops with a riding crop—an act that resulted in his being killed by a Confederate
         sniper. While most historians agree that Colonel Joshua Chamberlain was the Union hero at Gettysburg, people in Erie say Strong
         Vincent saved the day. And there was the train that carried the body of President Abraham Lincoln from Washington back home
         to Illinois, a train that passed through Erie.
      

      In the 1920s, Hubert and Elsie Boyd, along with three children—two boys and a girl—lived in a brown, two-story, frame house
         at 514 Lincoln Avenue on the west side of Erie, only a block from the bay. This was one of the most prestigious parts of Erie,
         and Lincoln Avenue itself was the sort of street parents longed for: a street of well-maintained homes, a safe street, a street
         famous for its umbrageous maples and spreading oaks. The homes, most with front porches, breasted against the sidewalk in
         a neat row. The street ended a long block away at a steep bluff overlooking the bay. Beyond the bay was the Peninsula and
         beyond the Peninsula was Lake Erie and beyond Lake Erie was the vast horizon and Canada.
      

      Hubert Boyd paid $16,500 for the house. Inside, Elsie had an eye for the fine details. She installed dark hardwood floors
         in the dining room—not just any hardwood, but narrow tight-fitting boards of dark oak, the best that money could buy. She
         bought a fine mahogany dining-room table and placed a runner of Irish linen atop it. For the living room, where her growing
         family would spend long winter evenings, she bought a cast iron gas heater, and to brighten those winter 
         evenings she covered the walls with pink paper. The living room’s other feature was a black Steinway, a gift from Hubert.
         Elsie liked to play it, having taught piano before she was married.
      

      For Erie in the late 1920s it was a comfortable middle-class home. Hubert Boyd was a traveling salesman for HammerMill Paper
         Company, and a job at the “HammerMill” was both prestigious and well-paying.
      

      Elsie Boyd was the daughter of Julia and Rudolph Beyer. Her father farmed a small piece of land just south of Erie. Elsie
         was a German Presbyterian, an ample woman with enormous pride and the self-confidence to freely express her beliefs, many
         of which were synthesized in pithy expressions such as “The world is not the way you want it to be. The world is the way it
         is.” Or “You have to speak up in this world.” Or “Never give up and never give in.” Her voice was deep and authoritative,
         and when she spoke there rarely was any doubt about her meaning.
      

      For his part, Hubert Boyd was the son of Mary Golden and Thomas Boyd. Thomas worked on a boat, probably a fishing boat, that
         plied the Great Lakes, and his son was a tall, thin, happy-go-lucky fellow with brown eyes and a shock of wavy black hair.
         Although he was Catholic and had baptized his children as Catholics, he preferred the golf course to church.
      

      It was into this contented and fortunate family that John Richard Boyd was born on January 23, 1927.

      When Boyd was born, his mother and father shared the front bedroom. His sister Marion, age eleven, had her own room. The third
         bedroom was shared by the boys. Bill, who had just turned ten, and Hubert—called Gerry—who was four. John’s crib stayed in
         the bedroom with his parents. On September 23, 1928, Ann was born—the fifth and last child in the Boyd family.
      

      After Ann’s birth, the prospect of feeding and clothing five children began to loom large in the mind of Hubert Boyd. He had
         never gone to college. His quick smile and Irish ebullience had given him a good job at the HammerMill, but he knew that his
         natural gifts could take him only so far. He wanted his children to have advantages he never had. He preached to Marion the
         need for a college education. During the fall of 1926 he talked to a neighbor about buying an insurance 
         policy that would pay for his children’s education should anything happen to him. But he was young and decided to wait.
      

      In late November of 1929, Hubert spent several weeks “down South” on a sales trip. No one remembers exactly where, only, as
         Marion says, that it was “somewhere down there where it was warm.” He came home to record cold and record snowfall, celebrated
         Christmas with his family, and in mid-January contracted lobar pneumonia. The family attributed the pneumonia to the drastic
         difference in temperature between the South and Erie, with the clear implication that the South was to blame. Doctors, however,
         generally attribute lobar pneumonia either to chronic smoking or to a systemic infection, and Hubert was a heavy smoker.
      

      During Hubert’s illness all the children save Ann were farmed out to their father’s sisters in south Erie; Mrs. Boyd would
         take care of her husband and she would do it on her own. The children rarely visited. Marion came home once and found her
         father had been moved from his cold bedroom into her room. The windows were open to allow the wind off the lake to blow through—the
         idea, current in the medical community of the time, was to “freeze out” the pneumonia. Marion sat in a chair at the top of
         the steps, shivered with the cold, and cried.
      

      Icy temperatures and bitter winds were insufficient to cure the pneumonia and Hubert Boyd died January 19, 1930. He was thirty-seven,
         and was buried on John’s third birthday.
      

      When Marion was in her mideighties, she said her father’s death was not as painful as it might appear. In most families the
         father is home every night. But her father was “gone all the time.” She said that for months after the funeral she thought,
         “Oh, Dad’s on a trip.” But she was a teenager when her father died and her recollection was softened by the passage of seventy
         years. John was too young to understand the concept of travel and returning home. Even if he could, there had to have been
         a moment when the painful realization sank in that he would grow up without a father, that he was therefore different from
         other children.
      

      Hubert Boyd had only $10,000 in life insurance and most of that was used to pay off the mortgage. Elsie faced the insurmountable
         task of supporting and rearing five children. Ann and John were little more than infants, so whatever work she found would
         have to enable 
         her to stay at home. But the Great Depression was spreading across America and even a bustling port city such as Erie was
         beginning to feel the effects.
      

      She had still another burden, a self-imposed burden. As the wife of a salesman for the HammerMill, Elsie had enjoyed a certain
         lifestyle and a certain community standing. She wanted to maintain both. This meant people in Erie must think she did not
         really need to work.
      

      She began baking cakes and selling them to neighbors. None of the children remembers the price, but in the early 30s she could
         have made only a few cents on each cake. She made various sorts but became famous around Erie for her devil’s food cake and,
         at Christmas, her date-and-nut cake. One Christmas she had orders for eighty cakes, and for several weeks the house turned
         into a bakery. For so many cakes to come from such a small oven in such a short period of time necessitated split-second timing
         from dawn to dusk. Elsie Boyd did not allow the children to help. They were ordered to stay out of the kitchen.
      

      Mrs. Boyd also began selling Christmas cards and stationery, and found a third job conducting telephone solicitations for
         advertisements that went inside program booklets for banquets. She did this from the house on Lincoln Street and tended to
         the children between calls.
      

      Marion remembers that when her mother solicited ads from the home telephone, her voice was deep and commanding, “strong, persuasive,
         and in control.” Mrs. Boyd wanted people in Erie to know that even though her husband was dead, nothing had changed. The Boyd
         family of Lincoln Avenue was doing quite well, thank you.
      

      But events were gathering, momentous events, beyond even the ability of the redoubtable Elsie Boyd to control.

      Elsie settled into a curious dichotomy in raising her children. On the one hand she allowed them almost free reign, especially
         around the house. The postman once reported to Mrs. Boyd that John was running naked through the backyard and playing in the
         sprinkler. At the dinner table, tempers often exploded and the children shouted at each other. Much about the household was
         loud and raucous, freewheeling and unrestrained.
      

      If Mrs. Boyd granted her children unusual freedoms within her house, she was more than diligent in imparting rules for outside
         the 
         house. She inculcated her children with a protective mechanism they remembered all their lives. Over and over again she said
         if people knew too much about the Boyd family they would use the knowledge in a critical manner. Never tell people what you don’t want repeated, she preached. People will seek out your weaknesses and faults, so tell them only of your strong points. No family matters must ever be mentioned
            beyond the front door. This resulted in the Boyd children being extraordinarily reticent about all but the most inconsequential of family matters,
         even when they reached old age.
      

      While Elsie had striven mightily to have people in Erie think she was as comfortable as before her husband died, inside the
         home she turned poverty into a cardinal virtue. She taught all her children, but especially John since he was at his most
         malleable age, that they had principles and integrity often lacking in those with money and social position. She hammered
         into John that as long as he held on to his sense of what was right, and as long as his integrity was inviolate, he was superior
         to those who had only rank or money. She also taught him that a man of principle frightened other people and that he would
         be attacked for his beliefs, but he must always keep the faith. “If you’re right, you’re right,” she said.
      

      For several years after her husband died, Elsie maintained a semblance of religion in her household. Because her husband had
         been a Catholic and because all the children were baptized in the Catholic church, she encouraged Marion and Gerry to attend
         church. But she was becoming increasingly annoyed by what she saw as church pressure for greater financial contributions.
      

      Then came the day when Marion, who was studying for her Confirmation, could not remember her catechism. Marion reported to
         her mother that the priest ridiculed her in front of the class and made her kneel before him “like he was a tin god.” Such
         authoritarian behavior on the part of priests then was the rule rather than the exception, but Elsie Boyd—a Presbyterian and
         a mother burdened with protecting her children against the world—was furious at the way the priest had humiliated Marion and,
         by extension, her family. She called the priest and said, “I have enough trouble trying to keep this family together without
         having a priest pick on my children.” When the priest protested, Mrs. Boyd laced into him with even more animus. The priest
         insisted he was right, at which point Mrs. Boyd 
         ended the conversation by serving notice she was removing her children from the Catholic church.
      

      John was too young to be troubled by this. But Marion had heard what happened to children who left the church and she thought,
         “Oh, my. I’m going to hell.” Two of Hubert Boyd’s sisters, both of whom were devout Catholics, were more than a little disturbed
         by this theological shift and feared for the souls of the children. Bitter recriminations ensued.
      

      Elsie, as usual, was unbending. These were her children and she would raise them as she saw best. Her dead husband’s sisters
         had no voice in the matter. She summarily tossed them from her house; it would be years before any of the Boyd children were
         allowed to visit the two aunts.
      

      This was not the last time Elsie was to demonstrate her willingness to sever a relationship with any person or any institution
         that offended her. She could do it without a second thought, without looking back, without any willingness to discuss the
         issue. Once she shut the door it was closed forever. John warned by her example, and it was a lesson he would remember.
      

      A few weeks later Elsie withdrew her children from the Catholic Church and decided that John would be raised as a Presbyterian.
         So one Sunday Marion drove John to the Church of the Covenant in downtown Erie and enrolled him in Sunday School. But it was
         not long before Elsie decided the Presbyterians were little better than the Catholics. “All they want is money,” she complained.
         She had no money for the church. She severed her relationship with the Presbyterians and withdrew John from Sunday School.
         For years she inveighed against organized religion. John grew up not attending church and without any religious affiliation.
         On Air Force records he would later list his religion as Presbyterian, but that was only a word to fill in a blank space.
      

      For several years it seemed that despite all odds Elsie might prevail in her battle to control her world. It seemed she had
         surmounted the difficulties life had placed in her path. Life settled into a tolerable routine.
      

      Marion graduated from high school and was attending Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, when, on March 20, 1933, she received
         a 
         letter from her mother. The letter said the Depression had forced banks in Erie to close and that John had the measles and
         had to stay home from school for sixteen days. “It was terrible trying to keep him in a dark room,” Elsie wrote. “He is acting
         like a young colt.” She said the front of the house was posted with a large sign saying a case of measles was inside and predicted
         that Ann would soon have them too.
      

      Ann did contract measles, and a month or so after the disease had run its course, she became sick again, this time with a
         kidney infection. She stayed for two weeks at a nearby Catholic hospital, and when she came home, she was weak and listless.
         Eventually Dr. Frank Krimmel, the family doctor, came to the house, examined Ann, and pronounced that she had polio. In 1933
         very little was known about polio. It was thought to be a contagious summer disease, perhaps contracted in swimming pools.
         As was the practice at the time, a large sign was tacked to the front door of the Boyd home saying POLIO MYELITIS. No one could enter except family members. When neighborhood children passed the house, they walked on the other side of
         Lincoln Street and shouted to any Boyd children who might be visible, “We don’t want to catch anything!” They treated the
         house as if it had been visited by the plague.
      

      In later years John would have special reason to remember this.

      After Ann was diagnosed with polio, her mother stripped the linen runner from the fine mahogany dining table and the table
         became a place to perform stretching exercises for Ann’s twisted legs. Every day Ann was gently placed on the table and Elsie
         rubbed and pulled and massaged her tiny legs. Her disease dominated the Boyd household. Elsie wanted to take Ann to the nearby
         Zem Zem Shriners Hospital where treatment was both good and free, but the hospital rarely admitted Catholic children. She
         went to a neighbor who was a Mason and asked him to plead Ann’s case. He did and Ann was admitted, but the treatment was to
         little avail. A few months later the doctors said Ann should have surgery on her foot. She transferred to a clinic in Cleveland,
         where she stayed a year. Even in the early 1930s such a lengthy stay, combined with complex treatment, was expensive. The
         surgery and the hospital bill was paid by HammerMill Paper Company. A second operation was performed on a charity 
         basis. Elsie ordered her children never to tell anyone how payment for the operations was handled.
      

      The year Ann was in the hospital was difficult in the extreme for Elsie. Marion transferred to Mercyhurst, an all-girls’ college
         in Erie, and took care of the four children at home. Elsie often drove the one hundred miles to Cleveland, visited with Ann,
         then returned. She stayed for more than a week after each of Ann’s operations.
      

      When Elsie brought Ann home, it was clear that neither the operations nor the treatment were of much benefit. Ann wore heavy
         braces on each leg and could walk only with the assistance of crutches.
      

      By now Elsie was fighting to maintain control. She forbade use of the word “cripple” in her house. It did not matter to her
         that doctors said Ann would never be able to walk. She decreed that Ann would walk, that she would be as much like other children
         as possible.
      

      John stood to the side and watched all this. He heard the arguments between his mother, who was adamantine in her insistence
         that Ann exercise daily, and Ann, who tried to avoid the uncomfortable exercises. But Elsie prevailed, as she usually did.
         Ann walked with braces and crutches until she was around eleven years old, and then, as Elsie Boyd had decreed, she put aside
         the crutches and walked with no assistance. She limped, but it was not obvious that it was from polio.
      

      John was caught in a peculiar place during these years. Marion, Bill, and Gerry were old enough to take care of themselves
         and of each other. Almost all of Elsie’s time and energy and attention were devoted to her three jobs and her baby daughter.
         John was adrift in between. He had no father, his mother had little time for him, and his older siblings were of an age not
         to want to spend time with him. He limped for almost a year and doctors could not determine if he had a mild case of polio
         or if the limp was a sympathetic reaction toward his baby sister. No one wondered if it might have been a way to get his mother’s
         attention.
      

      Many years later Boyd was interviewed by the Office of Air Force History as part of the Air Force Oral History Program. He
         said, “… my mother had to spread herself thin among all of us children.
      

      As a result, I did not get a lot of attention.” He said this gave him “more freedom” as a child than most. Even then, he remembered
         his mother’s admonition about family matters, and throughout the 
         lengthy interview never explained that the reason his mother had so little time was that she worked three jobs and that Ann
         had polio.
      

      By 1933 the Depression had Erie firmly in its grasp. Half of the workers in the town who had jobs in 1929 were now out of
         work. The ten banks in Erie closed and four would not reopen.
      

      As Ann’s medical expenses continued, anyone could see that the Boyd family was in deep financial trouble. Bill passed his
         old clothes to Gerry and Gerry passed them to John. And since his mother was busy with Ann in the mornings when he dressed
         for school, John put together shabby outfits that his mother, had she seen them, never would have let him wear.
      

      In 1933 John entered Harding Elementary School a block and a half from the house on Lincoln Avenue. He failed the first grade
         because, teachers said, he did not know how to concentrate. But within the next year or so, he was to demonstrate such remarkable
         powers of concentration that his friends of that time still speak of it, so the teachers’ explanation does not ring true.
         It is more likely that John was the only boy in the class whose father had died, and now, away from home and with other children
         for the first time, he realized how different he was. His family was poor and bore the stigma of having a child with polio.
         John’s clothes were so tatty that a teacher once asked him in front of the class if he could not wear more presentable clothes.
         He held back his tears until he could get home and tell his mother what happened. She wrapped her arms around him and said,
         “Don’t let it bother you. Say to yourself over and over, ‘It doesn’t bother me. It doesn’t bother me.’ Remember you have something
         no one else in the class has. You have principle and integrity. That means you will be criticized and attacked. But in the
         end you will win. Don’t let it bother you.”
      

      Sometimes when it was too hot to cook, Elsie packed a picnic lunch and drove her children out to the Peninsula. There John
         learned to swim. Under the protective eye of his mother, his thrashing turned to paddling and then into long smooth strokes.
         His skills increased with each trip to the beach, until one day he was swimming with power and growing grace.
      

      When John was eight years old, he began asking his mother upon his return from school, “Mom, any mail for me?” She was amused
         at 
         the idea of her son receiving mail and always said no. When the inquiries continued she said, “What are you looking for?”
         It turned out that John had seen a magazine advertisement for the Charles Atlas bodybuilding program and returned the ad asking
         for more information. Then his letter arrived and he came into the kitchen and said, “Mom, can I have fifty dollars?”
      

      “What on Earth for?” she asked.

      “I want to buy that Charles Atlas bodybuilding program.”

      Elsie laughed and told John he would have to wait.

      During the third grade, John began to show intimations of intellect and concentration as well as a strong interest in aviation.
         Bob Knox was a fellow student and remembers that John was always one of the first to finish his class work. While the other
         students continued working on class assignments, John drew pictures of airplanes—not the airplanes of the early 30s, but what
         Knox remembers as “futuristic” monoplanes with clean, sleek lines, almost as if he had a vision of what fighter aircraft would
         become in another twenty or thirty years. After he drew an airplane, he would put the drawing on the chair between his legs,
         rub his hands together, and stare at the picture until everyone else in class had completed their work. During these times
         he went into such intense periods of concentration that Knox says, “I’d swear he was flying that airplane.”
      

      Another friend of those early years was Jack Arbuckle, a neighbor whom John visited after school two or three days a week.
         When John walked in the door, he began rummaging through magazines, looking for stories or pictures of airplanes. Arbuckle
         remembers many times when three or four friends would be in his house after school talking about what they wanted to do for
         the rest of the afternoon, and John would pick up a magazine and sit down and “go off by himself.” The boys would decide to
         perhaps play baseball, but once John was engrossed in a magazine, he was oblivious to their calls. After two or three efforts
         to get John’s attention, Arbuckle would lean over and shout in his ear, “John, we’re going to play ball!” and John would jump
         and look around in confusion.
      

      When John was in the fifth grade, he had a rare experience that doubtless sealed his interest in aviation. Elsie had gone
         to high school with the half-sister of Jack Eckerd, an Erie man who founded a national chain of drug stores. Eckerd owned
         a small airplane and 
         once, when he came back to Erie, he offered John a ride. John later told Arbuckle that Eckerd had done steep banks and dives
         and described a flight bordering on the aerobatic. This may have been true. But it is a rare and unfeeling pilot who does
         such maneuvers with a passenger who has never flown before. What is more likely is that John’s version of events was the first
         manifestation of what is found deep in the bone marrow of a fighter pilot—exaggeration and the belief that a good story is
         more important than sticking with the bare facts.
      

      In September 1939, John Boyd and his friend Jack Arbuckle entered junior high at Strong Vincent High School. Arbuckle remembers
         that he and John were highly competitive and often compared grades. All through Harding Elementary they had been evenly matched,
         but when they entered Strong Vincent and began taking courses in the sciences, John quickly pulled ahead. He was particularly
         gifted in math.
      

      During junior high, John tried his hand at running track but soon dropped out. He did not go out for football, basketball,
         or baseball. He knew he was only average in those sports and he had no time for activities in which he was average. But when
         he entered the swimming pool, he discovered that the long summer days at Lake Erie had not been wasted. He was an outstanding
         swimmer. His style and aggressiveness caught the eye of the high school swimming coach, who would later take a personal interest
         in this talented young athlete.
      

      By the time John began high school, newspapers all across America were consumed by war news. In the Erie Daily Times, many of the advertisements, cartoons, and news stories were related to the war. The paper ran a regular column about Erie’s
         men in uniform. Month after month the paper was filled with news of those missing or killed in action. The fare at local theaters
         leaned heavily toward war movies. John came to maturity knowing that when he graduated he would be going to war.
      

      One of John’s favorite stories, one he was to tell all his life, revolved around entering high school on September 2, 1942.
         He said he took a series of tests, one of which showed he had an IQ of only ninety. When offered the chance to retake the
         test, he refused. The test gave 
         John what he later said was a great tactical advantage in dealing with bureaucrats—when he told them he had an IQ of only
         ninety, they always underestimated him. Boyd now was almost six feet tall with clearly defined features and dark hair—a big
         rangy kid who moved with the easy grace of a natural athlete. He had a presence rarely found in one so young. His mother had
         molded and formed him until he was very much her son. He revealed so little about himself that he almost was a two-dimensional
         figure. It would be several years before his actions began to reveal who he was, and even more years before his accomplishments
         proved his intellectual prowess. And having grown up without a male role model, he now was, more so than most boys his age,
         a blank page awaiting a strong hand to write whatever was wanted upon it. In high school he found two such models, two strong
         hands, two men who would have considerable influence on his life.
      

      The first was Art Weibel, the swimming coach at Strong Vincent. Weibel was a reflection of the brick school where he coached:
         solid and unshakable. He was firmly grounded in the old-fashioned principles of strong work, individual accountability, and
         duty. He had a national reputation as a coach, in part because he accepted only the best boys on his team—not just the best
         swimmers but the best in everything. His swimmers were known for their character, their determination, and their desire to
         excel at whatever they did. For boys on the cusp of manhood, reaching and searching for the way to become men, Art Weibel
         was a magnetic figure. He was hard-nosed and rigidly disciplined, and believed that a man should give more than he gets. By
         today’s lights he was old-fashioned with old-fashioned virtues. Not every boy responded well to his rigid discipline, but
         John needed a man to tell him what to do, to mold him. Art Weibel offered the guidance he craved.
      

      Mindful of his mother’s lesson that hard work enables one to excel over those who coast through life, John was in the pool
         long before other players, and he stayed long after the practice was over and they had gone. He practiced until his stroke
         became a thing of beauty. He practiced until his muscles memorized the movements of a long-distance swimmer. He practiced
         until he seemed to skim across the top of the water.
      

      
         John’s skill in the water brought him to the attention of the second man who exerted great influence on him. And this one,
         although he was only fourteen years older than John, became the father John never had. His name was Frank Pettinato and he
         was chief assistant lifeguard at the Peninsula.
      

      For young men, being a lifeguard at the Peninsula was Erie’s most prestigious summer job. Only about twenty were chosen and
         it didn’t matter how prominent a boy’s father might be in the community or what politicians he knew, Pettinato had absolute
         authority over hiring. He usually hired college students, but most eligible Erie boys were overseas in uniform. Dipping into
         the ranks of high school students, Pettinato had to be extra careful. The beaches on the Peninsula are subject to storms out
         of the north, east, and west. Enormous waves can appear within minutes. He wanted boys who saw the job as a sacred calling—as
         a protector of the young and the innocent and the unwary. He wanted boys who knew right from wrong and who always chose the
         right. He wanted boys with a strong work ethic. Like Weibel, he expected the boys he chose to be outstanding in every area.
         And he instilled in his boys the belief that America was a place where the impossible dream could be achieved.
      

      Given that most of the graduating seniors were drafted and few juniors met his standards, Pettinato was forced to search for
         recruits among the callow boys who had just graduated from the sophomore class, mere sixteen-year-olds. John Boyd was chosen,
         along with friends Jack Arbuckle and Chet Reichert. Reichert, like Arbuckle, was a neighbor and close friend to John.
      

      When lifeguards reported for work, Pettinato got into a jeep and drove behind them as they went for a one- or two-mile run
         up the beaches. Then he ordered them into the water to swim back to the starting point. As they swam, he drove along the shore
         and demanded they swim faster. Sometimes for variety he pointed offshore and said, “Swim out to the fish poles.” The fish
         poles were reminders of the days when blue pike swam in Lake Erie and when fishing boats went more than a mile offshore and
         tied floats to poles driven into the bottom of the lake. Rainy days, foggy days, windy days when the water was choppy, none
         of it mattered. Unless a storm was blowing, he ordered them out.
      

      
         Reichert still shakes his head as he remembers John’s power and endurance. John would get a running start, dive into the lake,
         put his head down, and begin that powerful, tireless, metronomic stroke that propelled him like an arrow through the water.
      

      The lifeguards whom Pettinato particularly liked, the ones he considered the best of the summer crew, were invited to ride
         with him as he patrolled the beach in his jeep and to hang out with him at the base of the observation platform that was his
         domain. Almost from the beginning, Boyd rode in the jeep and stood at the base of the tower.
      

      Pettinato’s son, Frank Jr., first came to the beach at four or five years of age. One of his earliest memories is of his father
         talking about John Boyd. And it was for more than John’s abilities as a swimmer. Pettinato had never hired a boy so receptive
         to his ideas and beliefs. John soaked up Pettinato’s thoughts, responded to his discipline, and manifested an iron will and
         a sense of duty that Pettinato had never before seen in one of his lifeguards. No other man in John’s childhood had as great
         an influence on him as Frank Pettinato.
      

      But though he was a star on the beach, John experienced, in his last two years of high school, a mixture of the glory and
         achievement he had never known and the pain and embarrassment he had always known. Two incidents in high school left an indelible
         mark. The first was when a teacher said to him, “John Boyd, you’ll never be anything but a salesman.” Even though John’s father
         had been a salesman, he took the remark as a biting insult; it meant that he was glib and shallow and lacked substance. After
         he married, he told his wife that he heard those terrible words every day of his life, that throughout his career he was driven
         to prove he was more than a mere salesman.
      

      The second incident was no less powerful. Even though by 1944 the Army was drafting men in their late 30s, Bill, John’s older
         brother, was twenty-seven and still at home. Bill had tried jobs as an elevator operator, laborer, and security guard. He
         had quit or been fired from every job. He became depressed that he was not one of the hundreds of other young men from Erie
         who went away to the war. The family told everyone he could not serve because he had a heart murmur. The truth was something
         quite different.
      

      The illness that had been festering for years exploded on Saturday, April 1, 1944, when Bill, with no provocation, struck
         his mother. The 
         next evening he became quite agitated and jumped through a window, cutting his arm and hand so badly that he was taken to
         the hospital for stitches. Two people were required to hold him in bed and administer sedatives.
      

      His medical records show that on Monday he said he had radar in his teeth. He told hospital workers, “I want to go to see
         the Pope. I’d turn Catholic if he could help me. I want to go by the way of India.” Later that day he complained of a terrible
         headache and said, “I want to see a doctor. I’m begging for mercy. You have me cornered.” Various sedatives were administered
         and then he was admitted to Warren State Hospital, a mental institution east of Erie. He died there May 3 and was buried in
         a single plot in the Erie Cemetery. His death certificate says he died after a one-day bout with terminal bronchopneumonia
         brought on by acute catatonic excitement, and that the excitement was due to dementia praecox of more than four years’ duration.
         In current parlance, Bill was schizophrenic.
      

      Bill’s medical records indicate that his maternal grandmother and an uncle both had mental problems and that there was a sister
         who was “nervous.” Although she is not named, this sister was probably Marion.
      

      After Bill died, representatives from Warren State Hospital came to the Boyd home and asked Elsie if anyone else in the family
         had mental illness, if there were anyone else who should be institutionalized. In the 1940s mental illness was an unbearable
         stigma. And the shock of people from the mental hospital knocking on her door and asking about mental illness in her family
         was almost too much for Elsie. Her children were ordered never to mention the visit to a living soul. If anyone asked, Bill
         died of pneumonia. That was it. No one in Erie knew the truth. Even Jack Arbuckle and Chet Reichert said they never knew what
         happened to Bill.
      

      At the same time his family was going through such deep personal pain, John was experiencing for the first time in his life
         the glory of being a superior athlete, of doing something well. During his junior and senior years, he made five letters in
         swimming and water polo. His swim team won the state championship during his senior season. He placed second in the state
         in the 220-yard freestyle the same year. He was captain of the water polo team.
      

      No one in his family came to the swim meets. Fathers of other boys sat in the bleachers and cheered. After the meets those
         fathers slapped 
         their sons on the shoulders and congratulated them. John’s victories were solitary and hollow.
      

      John rarely dated in high school. He had little money for dates or social activities. Most of his clothes were still hand-me-downs.
         His mother told him none of this mattered. Again and again she stressed that if he worked hard and had integrity that one
         day he would rise above those who snickered at his poverty, ridiculed his clothes, and thought they were superior to him.
         This would have to be John’s consolation. And he took it to heart. During the summers, he and Chet Reichert would paddle their
         canoe across the bay in all kinds of weather, and John would talk constantly of how he had to prove himself out in the world.
         He was determined to excel although he did not yet know in what area. He only knew that he had to do something better than
         anyone had ever done it before. He had to show people in Erie that he was somebody.
      

      John knew from the time he entered high school that he would be drafted during his senior year, and he did not want to go
         into the Army. He was not one to slog out a battle on the ground. On October 30, 1944, when he was a junior in high school,
         he enlisted in the Army Air Corps. The terms of his enlistment were for the duration of the war plus six months. He would
         not report for duty until near the end of his senior year.
      

      By then he had been hammered on the anvil of life far harder than had most young men his age. Whatever the world had to offer
         could be no worse than what he already had endured. He was ready. He stood six feet tall and weighed 164 pounds. His friends
         called him “J. B.” His high school annual described him as “the strong silent type,” “stouthearted,” and the “merman.”
      

      John missed one of the major rites of passage: he did not attend his high school graduation. America was at war and on April
         16, 1945, he answered the call; he reported for duty with the Air Corps.
      

      On his enlistment papers he listed his civilian occupation as “lifeguard.”

   
      Chapter Two

      The Big Jock and the Presbytreian

      
         BOYD arrived late for his first war.
      

      From Erie he went to basic training at Sheppard Field in Texas, where he applied for the aviation cadet program, a rigid course
         whereby young enlisted men train to be a pilot and, upon graduation, are awarded both a commission and the wings of a pilot.
         He was rejected because of “low aptitude.”
      

      After basic training he was ordered to Lowry Field in Colorado to be trained as a mechanic for aircraft turrets, but World
         War II ended that summer and there no longer was a need for such a specialty. Nevertheless, the inexorable momentum of the
         military was still geared to sending young men overseas; Boyd—after months at a staging area in Arizona—went to Japan as part
         of the occupation force. He arrived on January 3, 1946, and was assigned to the 8th Squadron of the 49th Fighter Group. His
         military records show that less than two months later, in order “to meet service requirements,” he became a swimming instructor.
         As a member of the Air Corps Far Eastern Swim Team, Boyd spent his time paddling around indoor heated pools and participating
         in swim meets around Japan. It was an inauspicious introduction to war for the man who one day would be considered the ultimate
         warrior.
      

      
         Little else is known of Boyd’s brief service as an enlisted man. About the only thing that has survived is a story he often
         told, a story where the John Boyd of fact and the John Boyd of legend begin to merge, the first of the countless “Boyd stories”
         that accumulated over the years. The winter of 1945–1946 was particularly cold and wet in Japan. On the former Japanese air
         base where Boyd was stationed, officers lived in warm quarters, slept in beds, and ate hot food, while enlisted ranks lived
         in tents, slept on the ground, and ate K rations. Large wooden hangars suitable for barracks-type housing stood empty and
         unused. Fed up with this situation, Boyd led a revolt. He and his fellow soldiers tore down two hangars and used the wood
         to build fires so they could stay warm. Soon after, the Army inventoried base property and discovered the hangars had gone
         missing. Boyd was identified as the leader of the perpetrators and brought up on charges. A court-martial loomed. Officers
         believed this would be the quick and uncontested trial of an enlisted man who clearly was guilty. But Private Boyd went on
         the attack and turned the pending court-martial into a referendum on officer leadership and responsibility. He asked the investigating
         officer if the Army’s general orders were in effect at the time he used wood from the hangars to build fires. When he was
         told that of course the general orders were in effect, he said one of the general orders stated that the first responsibility
         of an officer was to take care of his men. Officers were not doing that, not if enlisted personnel were sleeping on the ground
         while suitable quarters stood empty. Boyd said that if the court-martial proceeded, he would raise the issue of officer responsibility
         with higher authorities.
      

      The charges were dropped. The U.S. military had lost its first runin with Boyd. In later years Boyd often told this story,
         especially to Pentagon subordinates who idolized him. Among the Acolytes, Boyd’s most dedicated followers, the story achieved
         almost ecclesiastical weight. Boyd also told the story to newspaper reporters with the added fillip: “If they had court-martialed
         me, then they wouldn’t have had to put up with me later on.”
      

      But when Boyd was interviewed by the Office of Air Force History for the Oral History Program, he did not tell this story.
         One can only speculate as to why. During the lengthy interview, he told other stories in which he portrayed himself as a frequent
         violator of Air 
         Force regulations. But he did not mention destroying the hangars, although, at bottom, both his reason for doing so and the
         victory he achieved would certainly be worthy of note. Perhaps this was because the idea of enlisted men tearing down two
         hangars and burning the wood without the knowledge of officers is difficult to believe. It would take weeks, and the fires
         certainly would be noticed. And why tear them down at all? If the hangars were suitable as barracks, why didn’t Boyd and his
         followers simply move into them? And it can only be called blackmail if Boyd threatened to raise the issue of officers’ responsibility
         to their men with higher authorities. Historically the military has not caved in to blackmail from privates.
      

      The Air Corps did not keep records of threatened courts-martial. But Boyd’s Acolytes are unwavering in their belief the story
         is true. They say Boyd’s stories always remained consistent and that had Boyd been fabricating them, little details would
         have changed over time.
      

      In any case, the story reveals—especially if it is not true—how Boyd saw himself and would continue to see himself: the man
         of principle battling superiors devoid of principle; the idealist fighting those of higher rank who have shirked their responsibilities;
         the man who puts it all on the line and, after receiving threat of dire consequences, prevails. His principles win out over
         his opposition’s lack of principles. It is just as his mother said.
      

      Boyd was discharged on January 7, 1947, about two weeks before his twentieth birthday. His military records show he served
         two years and two months, but this includes the six months from when he first enlisted on October 30, 1944—when he was still
         a junior in high school—until he reported for duty the following April. His active duty time was about twenty months.
      

      Boyd grew an inch and gained weight during his time in Japan. His discharge papers show that he now stood 6’1” and weighed
         180 pounds. When he arrived home, his mother was amazed at how husky he had become. One of the first people Boyd looked up
         upon returning to Erie was Frank Pettinato. They probably talked about Pettinato’s promotion; he now was chief lifeguard at
         the Peninsula. And since Boyd was eligible for the GI Bill—a government-financed college education—it is almost certain that
         Pettinato both encouraged him to go to college and counseled him about which college 
         to attend. They might also have talked about where Boyd could resume his swimming. The bay was frozen but Boyd swam often
         at the YMCA at 10th and Peach Street in downtown Erie. And only weeks after he returned from Japan, he traveled with the Erie
         Aquatic Club to Pittsburgh and swam against the famed University of Michigan swimming team. Boyd was the star. He won the
         50-yard event in 26.2 seconds and was runner-up in the 100-yard senior freestyle.
      

      When summer came, Boyd returned to his job at the Peninsula, now as assistant chief lifeguard. He spent much of his time patrolling
         the beaches with Pettinato. Frank Pettinato Jr. was seven years old that summer and remembers that when he came to the beach
         his father always spoke of Boyd in the most glowing terms. At home his father frequently told Frank Jr. he should grow up
         to be like Boyd.
      

      When summer ended, Boyd left for the University of Iowa to study economics. He picked Iowa because of David Armbruster, the
         legendary swimming coach who established swimming as a sport at Iowa in 1917 and who was credited with developing the butterfly
         stroke and the flip turn. As far back as 1927, Armbruster persuaded the university to build a 50-meter pool. He wrote a textbook
         called “Competitive Swimming and Diving” and turned more than three dozen swimmers and divers into All-Americans. His swimmers
         regularly set national intercollegiate records.
      

      One of the more humbling aspects of higher education, both in athletics and in academics, is when a student finds that just
         because he trailed clouds of glory in high school does not mean he will do the same in college. If Boyd went out for the swim
         team when the season began in January 1948, he did not make it. The next year at Iowa he found himself competing against the
         legendary Wally Ris, who began breaking swim records in 1947 and won an Olympic gold medal in 1948. His specialty was the
         100-meter and the 220-yard freestyle—Boyd’s events.
      

      In 1950, after Ris graduated, Boyd made the varsity team. In later years when Boyd talked about his experiences as a swimmer
         at Iowa, he always said Coach Armbruster “played favorites.” Boyd had been a favorite of Art Weibel and was the favorite of
         Frank Pettinato. But at Iowa he was not picked out of the crowd. His bitterness toward his college experience was such that
         for the rest of his life he referred sarcastically 
         to Iowa as “the corn college” and insisted, “I don’t know why I went there. I got nothing out of it.”
      

      John Boyd met Mary Ethelyn Bruce when both were juniors. She was a prim and petite brunette from Ottumwa, Iowa, and made no
         secret of the fact she was at college to find a husband. Boyd and Mary met at the Veterans Club. She was there with one of
         Boyd’s fraternity brothers. Mary must have made more of an impression on Boyd than Boyd made on her because when he called
         a few days later asking for a date, she didn’t remember him. After searching through the annual and finding his picture, she
         decided he was “not bad looking” and agreed to meet him.
      

      In the beginning it seemed they had much in common.

      Both had worked as lifeguards. Both came from families of five children—three boys and two girls. Both had mothers who were
         German Presbyterians, widows who were strong and domineering women. Both came from families that, because of the death of
         a father, had money problems.
      

      Mary had no trouble finding out all there was to know about Boyd. He told her that she looked like Jeanette MacDonald and
         then talked mostly of himself. He told her of Japan and how he led a revolt against the officers. He told her of being a champion
         swimmer back in Erie and he told her of the great Frank Pettinato. He told her how close his family was and how loyal they
         all were to one another. He said, “In my family we had a tough life. But it didn’t bother me. I am not a whiner. I move on.”
         And when he talked he talked loudly and waved his arms and embellished the simplest of stories and made the world new and
         interesting and exciting.
      

      Iowa was overflowing with older men who had been in the war and there were so many to choose from. But Boyd was different.
         He made life an adventure. His enthusiasm and joie de vivre mesmerized her. Soon she was dating no one else. Slowly, she told
         Boyd the story of her life. She was the fifth child of Elizabeth and Albert Bruce. Her mother, Elizabeth Bonar, grew up on
         an Iowa farm and married Albert Weyer Bruce, a mechanic. Albert was a gentle man whose wants were few. He wanted to work on
         cars and he wanted to please his wife. But he found he could not do both.
      

      
         Elizabeth was the antipode of Albert, as hard and dominating as he was soft and accommodating. She had seen enough dirt and
         grime on the farm and she wanted a different life for herself and for her children. She wanted her family to have a certain
         social standing in Ottumwa. She wanted Albert to clean the grease from his fingernails and become an executive. Under her
         ceaseless prodding, he became a consultant and then a superintendent in a company that manufactured equipment for poultry
         processing plants—equipment that stripped feathers from chickens. And there he was an unhappy man. He did not want to be an
         executive, even a low-level executive; he yearned to be a mechanic. He died of a heart attack when Mary was eleven and his
         widow wondered for years if she was the reason. “I wonder if I pushed him too hard,” she sometimes said.
      

      These moments of introspection were rare for Mrs. Bruce. She was a woman who had to be in charge. The poultry processing plant
         sent her monthly checks, but it was not enough to raise five children. She moved the children to the unheated attic and turned
         the Bruce home into a boarding house that she ran with the efficiency of a military operation.
      

      Mrs. Bruce dictated Mary’s life to such a degree that Mary had few opinions of her own. She thought whatever her mother wanted
         her to think. She was a passive person, one of those who stands still and waits to see what life has in store. She almost
         never argued with anyone; if there was a disagreement, she nodded and agreed but then dug in her heels in small passive-aggressive
         ways.
      

      When Mary graduated from high school, she attended Parsons College, a small religious school in Fairfield, Iowa. She was there
         for only a year before transferring to the larger, man-rich University of Iowa, where she majored in home economics. And because
         she felt she was misunderstood, because she felt there was something wrong in her thinking and how she looked at the world,
         many of her electives were in psychology.
      

      “Actually, I majored in ‘looking for a husband,’” she said. She knew exactly what she wanted. Because her two favorite older
         brothers were not athletic and not popular, she wanted to marry what she termed a “big jock.” She thought an athlete would
         be easy and accommodating and that after graduation he might become a coach 
         and they could lead a simple life in a small Iowa town. She would be a member of the local Presbyterian church and sing in
         the choir and life would be uncomplicated.
      

      Boyd fit the bill. He was tall and handsome and dark-haired, just like her brothers. But he was an athlete and very popular
         as well. She did not question the depth of his faith or whether or not he lived his religion as she did. She was a good Presbyterian
         and thought he was the same. For her, the world was black and white, good and bad, right and wrong. There were only absolutes,
         rigid lines that could never be crossed. She looked upon Boyd and put him into a neat and tightly wrapped little box.
      

      The only part that didn’t fit her image of him as a “big jock” was that he read so much. He always carried books, not just
         class books, but books on history and war and philosophy. Mary shrugged this off and considered it a rather quaint affectation.
         And then there was the military thing. At the beginning of his junior year, Boyd signed up for the Air Force Reserve Officers
         Training Course. He said it was purely financial, as he needed the monthly twenty-eight dollars that ROTC students received.
         Whatever his reason, he took to ROTC with a passion. He barked orders and took charge of virtually every gathering until the
         other ROTC students began calling him “Captain Boyd.” He was becoming much more assertive, what the military calls a “take-charge
         guy.” He was coming into his own as a man.
      

      When Mary asked Boyd what he wanted to do after graduation, he told her he wanted to go into the Air Force and fly jets. Her
         brow wrinkled. But she shouldn’t worry, he would fly only for a few years and then he would do something else.
      

      After their junior year, ROTC students go to a summer camp that serves as an indoctrination course for young men about to
         become military officers. Boyd was en route to summer camp in June 1950, when North Korea invaded South Korea. Suddenly America
         was in another war, this time against Communism. It was the first conflict of the Cold War and it was seen as a contest of
         good versus evil.
      

      Boyd’s last year of college was like his last year in high school, in that he knew when he graduated he was going to war.
         He decided early on he would go as a fighter pilot. He said in his Air Force Oral History interview that he knew bomber pilots
         were “a bunch of truck drivers” and “I did not want to be in a crowded bus and have a bunch 
         of people continually telling me what to do.” He went to Omaha to take the physical examination and the psychological tests
         that determined whether or not a person had the capability to become a pilot. He passed them all.
      

      Now that he was accepted for pilot training, he talked to Mary at great length of the airplanes he would fly. After December
         1950, there was only one for him—the F-86 Sabre jet.
      

      On December 17, a Sabre had shot down a MiG near the western end of the Yalu River, over a town called Sinuiju, and it made
         headlines across America. The F-86 suddenly was the most romanticized instrument of war in history, a flashing streak of silver
         whose guns spoke for America.
      

      By 1950 America had largely forgotten that the Luftwaffe had jet fighters near the end of World War II. And most did not remember
         that the XP-80, America’s forerunner to the venerable F-80, flew in 1944. After World War II, both the Soviets and Americans
         had access to Germany’s research on jet fighters, and both countries went into production on jets based in large part on the
         German research. The Soviet MiG-15 and the American F-86 Sabre were remarkably similar. Both had swept wings and were about
         the same size, the MiG being slightly smaller.
      

      Aesthetically the a Sabre was the most appealing jet imaginable, with its swept wings and bubble canopy and, in the “D” model,
         the beak over the air intake that gave it a menacing and aggressive appearance. Here was an aircraft not pulled by a propeller
         but pushed by fire and thunder. A jet. Even the name had a hard new magic about it. In the Sabre, America saw Newton’s Third Law in all its glory: light the fire
         and stoke the burner and the opposite reaction is a burst of amazing speed in a jet that slices through the heavens. Few aircraft
         had ever gripped America’s imagination as did this one.
      

      In what was then considered an amazing display of brute power, the F-86 climbed at a forty-five-degree angle. It flew 680
         mph and broke every existing speed record. It was sleek and beautiful and in the skies of Korea it became the very symbol
         of America’s new love affair with jet fighters, of the newly independent U.S. Air Force, of America in the battle against
         Communism. And it was the last truly great fighter aircraft the Air Force had until almost twenty years later, when Boyd was
         instrumental in designing a better one.
      

      
         Boyd told anyone who would listen that this was the only aircraft for him.
      

      Mary listened to all this with one ear. She knew by then that Boyd was the man she would marry. She thought he had been about
         to propose, but then this war in Korea came along and now all he talked about was jets, jets, jets. After graduating in February
         1951, she went home to Ottumwa to await his proposal. She rented an apartment and began looking for a job. She finally became
         an assistant to a local doctor, giving shots and handling menial chores. And she waited.
      

      Living by herself was lonely and after only a few weeks she moved back home with her mother. She was grown now, but that did
         not stop her mother from ordering her about. “I did not like mother telling me what to do,” Mary said. “But it was comfortable.”
         She took driving lessons and, at twenty-two, had her first driver’s license.
      

      Mary and Boyd often talked by phone. He came down on the bus from Iowa City almost every weekend. He graduated in June 1951
         and was commissioned a second lieutenant in the Air Force. Elsie and Ann came to Iowa for his graduation. Mary was also there.
         She had awaited this event for months, thinking that when Boyd graduated he would propose. She remembers being intimidated
         by Mrs. Boyd. Mary tried to be nice and solicitous, but Elsie walked about with such a stern expression on her face and with
         such bold penetrating eyes that it seemed she was angry at everyone except her son. She made it quite clear she thought her
         son could have done better in his choice of a girlfriend.
      

      Mary had never been around anyone with a physical disability and was terribly uncomfortable watching Ann limp. It was not
         a good weekend for her. And it was made all the more unpleasant by the fact that Boyd did not propose.
      

      Boyd was ordered to Albuquerque, New Mexico, until the next flight training class opened, and Mary returned to Ottumwa. Maybe
         Boyd would propose soon. But what if he met someone else? What if he waited until his flight training was over and then he
         was sent to Korea? The chances of finding a husband in Ottumwa were slim.
      

      Mary would wait.

   
      Chapter Three

      Fledgling

      
         SECOND lieutenants, called “butter bars” because of the single gold bar they wear as an insignia of rank, often are given the most
         menial of jobs, tasks that must be done by officers but that higher-ranking officers would not deign to perform. This is particularly
         true for second lieutenants about to begin flight training. These young men believe they are Godlike beings, and to nonrated
         officers they are not only insufferable but will grow more so once they complete flight training and pin silver wings over
         their left-breast pocket. If there is any group on Earth with healthier egos than fighter pilots, they have yet to be discovered.
         Bureaucrats who run the Air Force personnel system believe that a menial job might teach humility to these fledglings. Over
         the years they have discovered this belief is founded more on hope than on reality—no fighter pilot ever has been or ever
         will be humble. But the bureaucrats keep trying.
      

      When Boyd was commissioned, there was a need for an assistant secretary in the officers’ dining room at Kirkland Air Force
         Base (AFB) in Albuquerque. So Boyd went to New Mexico. He was there only a month, but it must have seemed an eternity.
      

      On August 1, he was ordered to report to the 3301 Training Squadron at Columbus AFB, Mississippi, where he would begin 
         flight training. Flying-school classes are numbered according to when the students are scheduled to graduate. Boyd was a member
         of 52-F. Because experienced Air Force pilots were needed in Korea and were considered too valuable to waste their time teaching
         basic flying, the instructors at Columbus were civilians. Boyd’s instructor was C. Wayne Lemons, an employee of California
         Eastern, the charter and freight airline that won the Air Force contract to teach young men how to fly. Boyd first went on
         what was called the “dollar ride,” an orientation flight over northeastern Mississippi, where he would be flying for the next
         several months. He was shown the numerous unpaved auxiliary strips, some of them narrow slices down the middle of a cotton
         patch. Then he began his classroom work in aeronautics, meteorology, the theory of flight, navigation, cross-country flying,
         morse code, radio procedure, and a host of other arcane disciplines.
      

      Boyd was in a class of about forty lieutenants who had received their commissions through ROTC, and about one hundred ten
         aviation cadets. The forty lieutenants all knew each other after a few weeks, and the camaraderie of learning to fly and the
         knowledge they soon would be going to war welded them into a tightly knit band of brothers. Many would go on to become high-ranking
         officers or would achieve great things in combat; some would become legends in the Air Force. But for the remainder of their
         lives, they would be tied together as members of 52-F.
      

      In the six months he was at Columbus, Boyd became known among the young lieutenants not only for his flying and leadership
         abilities but for several personal attributes. He could eat an inordinate amount of food, and he could eat it faster than
         anyone else in 52-F. At the dining room he stacked his plate so high that when he walked to the table, food tumbled to the
         floor. He sat down, leaned over, and looked neither right nor left as he forked down the food. It was as if he were shoveling
         coal to stoke a furnace. His hand seemed never to stop in its round trip from plate to mouth to plate. And he apparently did
         not chew. Usually his squadron mates had barely begun eating when Boyd finished, sighed, rubbed his stomach, pushed his chair
         back, popped what seemed to be a full pack of Juicy Fruit chewing gum into his mouth, and began talking. He chewed so much
         gum and chewed so vigorously that he was known to members of 52-F as the “Juicy Fruit Kid.” While his squadron mates were
         still eating, 
         Boyd expounded on aviation tactics, how frustrated he was about having to follow the Air Force training regimen when he was
         ready for advanced maneuvers, and how he was going to be the best fighter pilot in the Air Force.
      

      Every morning the students flew the T-6 “Texan,” a venerable tandem-seat, single-engine aircraft that in World War II had
         served as an advanced trainer. The qualities that made it an advanced trainer in an earlier war made it suitable as the basic
         trainer for men about to transition into jets. The narrow landing gear on the “Terrible Texan” caused many students to lose
         control after landing and make a sharp horizontal turn known as a “ground loop,” a maneuver that could fold or even shear
         off the landing gear. The common expression was, “There are two kinds of T-6 pilots: those who have ground-looped it and those
         who are going to ground-loop it.” Despite its tendency to bite unwary pilots, the T-6 was sturdy and cruised at a stately
         135 mph. The redline, or never-exceed speed, which could be achieved only in a power dive from considerable altitude, was
         about 260 mph.
      

      From the beginning of his training, Boyd walked around the base as if he were a general. He was not shy when it came to lecturing
         the other students about aerial tactics. He was independent to the point of being ornery and often argued with his civilian
         instructor about what he thought was the slow pace of instruction.
      

      During his breaks, Boyd traveled by train to Iowa to see Mary. On one of those weekends, he finally proposed. He and Mary
         found a ring at a small jewelry store in Ottumwa and she began planning the wedding.
      

      Back in flight training, Boyd quickly went through basic maneuvers and soloed. And then he went out and threw the T-6 around
         the sky in such a fearless manner that it seemed to others as if he had done it a thousand times. It was difficult for his
         classmates to accept that he was a student just as they were, that he had never had flying lessons until now. He was, quite
         simply, a master of the T-6.
      

      To realize the significance of this, one must understand that the first time a young man slides into the cockpit of an aircraft
         and looks at the strange collection of instruments, a feeling of awe washes over him. No matter how intensely he wants to
         be a pilot, there is an inherent sense of wonder simply sitting in the cockpit. And when he goes aloft for the first time
         and realizes he is moving in a three-dimensional 
         world, when he realizes that a moment of inattention can lead to a crash and a fiery explosion, he sometimes finds he has
         too much respect for the airplane. A pilot can be too cautious. He can be too methodical. He reads and memorizes the specifications,
         knows the boundaries of the performance envelope, and is careful never to nudge up against the performance limits. But Boyd
         did not believe the performance specs and had no fear of the aircraft. He jostled the T-6; he pushed it and horsed it around
         the sky. He flung the airplane up against the outside edges of the performance envelope and then beyond. If the book said
         the aircraft should never exceed 260 mph, Boyd pushed it to 265 or 270 or 280. He knew intuitively by the sound of the aircraft
         when it was approaching not the book limits but the true limits, which, for those bold enough to search for them, always are
         slightly greater. Test pilots do the same thing, but most of them are engineers and highly skilled pilots tuned to a razor
         edge of proficiency. Few student pilots are so bold.
      

      Pilots who pride themselves on their finesse, who never deviate more than fifty feet from their assigned altitude or more
         than ten knots from their airspeed, or who fly maneuvers strictly by the book, would say that Boyd was “heavy-handed.” And
         they would be correct. But there is little finesse in air combat. Many civilians and those who have never looked through the
         gun sight—then called a pipper—at an enemy aircraft have a romantic perception, no doubt influenced by books and movies about
         World War I, that pilots are knights of the air, chivalrous men who salute their opponents before engaging in a fight that
         always is fair. They believe that elaborate rules of aerial courtesy prevail and that battle in the clear pure upper regions
         somehow is different, more glorified and rarefied, than battle in the mud. This is arrant nonsense. If anything, aerial combat
         is far meaner and grittier than ground combat. It is a primitive form of battle that happens to take place in the air. Fighter
         pilots—that is, the ones who survive air combat—are not gentlemen; they are back-stabbing assassins. They come out of the
         sun and attack an enemy when he is blind. They sneak up behind or underneath or “bounce” the enemy from above or flop into
         position on his tail—his sixo’clock position—and “tap” him before he knows they are there. That is why fighter pilots jink
         and weave and dart about like water bugs in a mason jar. They never hold a heading or a position longer 
         than six or eight seconds. Aerial combat is brutally unforgiving. To come in second place is to die, usually in a rather spectacular
         manner. Most casualties never know they are targets until they are riddled with bullets, covered with flames, and on the way
         to creating a big hole in the ground. Those who want to engage in the romanticized World War I pirouette of a fair fight will
         have a short career. Thus, aerial combat favors the bold, those who are not afraid to use the airplane for its true purpose:
         a gun platform. There is nothing sophisticated about sneaking up on someone and killing him. Aerial combat is a blood sport,
         a knife in the dark. Winners live and losers die. Boyd instinctively knew this and his flying was, from the beginning, that
         of the true fighter pilot.
      

      A month before he graduated, he took Christmas leave and, after an engagement of only three months, he and Mary were married
         in the Presbyterian church in Ottumwa. Boyd wore his Air Force uniform. Elsie and Ann were there. Boyd had little money or
         time for a honeymoon, so he and Mary drove twenty-five miles to Fairfield, home of Parsons College, and rented a hotel room
         for several days. Then, together, they set off for Columbus.
      

      During the last months of flight training—when it is clear they will graduate and be awarded the wings of an Air Force pilot—the
         trainees are divided into those who will go to multiengine aircraft and those who will fly fighters.
      

      Fighter pilots were what the Air Force needed. On the bomber side of the Korean War, the B-29s and B-50s of the Strategic
         Air Command (SAC) suffered heavy losses flying daytime missions and were reduced to flying almost entirely at night and in
         smaller numbers. SAC was neither prepared nor equipped to fight a small conventional war; SAC was geared toward delivering
         nuclear weapons. It was different on the fighter side of the war. Six fighter wings were stationed in Korea, one in Japan,
         and another in Okinawa—all dedicated to the war in Korea. A wing consists of three squadrons, each theoretically comprised
         of twenty-four to thirty-two aircraft. A fighter wing has about ninety-six aircraft. Thus, these six wings had a theoretical
         maximum of 500–600 aircraft, although the actual number was about half that. F-86 pilots rotated to noncombat duty after one
         hundred missions, and there was always a demand for replacements.
      

      
         Korea was a fighter war, not a bomber war, and chances are slim that a fighter pilot as skillful as Boyd would have been sent
         to bombers. But as Boyd tells the story, there was a plot afoot to keep him out of F-86s. Boyd claimed the Air Force told
         him he was too tall to be a fighter pilot and would have to fly bombers. “Bullshit, I will not go to multi-engines. I will
         not stay in the service if I have to go to multiengines,” he recalled telling them. He threatened to resign his commission.
      

      If Boyd did deliver such an ultimatum, a big part of it was bluff. He knew if he tried to resign the Air Force would keep
         him on active duty, give him a demeaning job, and make his life miserable until he was discharged. Boyd was too committed
         to flying jets simply to walk away. If indeed he was told he was going to fly bombers, and if he did threaten to resign, the
         most likely reason is that he wanted to prove the point that he would rather leave the service than fly bombers. This might
         sit well with superiors who appreciated a passionate approach. Whatever happened, Boyd got his wish and was assigned to fighters,
         and the story of Boyd’s ultimatum, like that of tearing down the hangars in Japan, was valuable primarily for what it revealed
         about his mind-set. For the remainder of his career, Boyd would see plots and punishment in every new assignment. Again and
         again there would be a campaign to embarrass or humiliate him with a nonflying job, a bureaucratic battle would ensue, and
         he, against great odds and with his career on the line, would ultimately prevail.
      

      Williams AFB in Arizona was known as “Willy” or the “Patch” and, as the incubator for fighter pilots, was one of the most
         famous bases in the Air Force. Here, pilots climbed into jets for the first time. Willy also was the jumping-off point for
         specialized training. If a pilot was to fly the F-84 fighter-bomber, he would transfer from Willy to Luke AFB, also in Arizona,
         for combat training. If he was to fly the F-86, he would be sent to Nellis AFB in Nevada.
      

      Instructors at Willy knew that every pilot they trained would be sent to Korea, and they took it as their solemn and sacred
         duty to make sure the young pilots were well-trained and highly professional. Upon arriving at Willy in April 1952, class
         52-F gathered in an auditorium for their welcome. A colonel stood in front of them, stared belligerently, then said, “If I
         had my way, we’d kill half you sons of bitches. The other half would leave here as fighter pilots.” He 
         let them chew on that for a moment and then said, “But the goddamn Congress won’t let me do that.”
      

      Nevertheless, he tried. Class 52-F had more than its share of training accidents and fatalities. The pace was stepped up and
         the transition to jets and to basic combat training was made as realistic as possible—a prelude to even more realistic training
         for those who would go to Nellis. But Boyd chafed under the regimen. “A lot of the things they were doing there I had already
         learned, and I wanted it to go a bit faster to pick up the pace,” he recalled. “I felt as if I was being held back—that is,
         until I got that first jet ride, then I really liked it.”
      

      He began his jet training in the F-80 “Shooting Star,” a single-engine, straight-winged jet that was slow and underpowered.
         Early models of the F-80 had no ejection seat, so if the aircraft caught fire or “flamed out” or had a mechanical problem,
         the pilot was in serious trouble, especially a pilot as tall as Boyd. The least he could hope for was banged up knees. If
         he was flying a model of the F-80 with an ejection seat, he would be lucky if his legs were not broken or even amputated.
      

      Tall F-80 pilots were solicitous toward their mechanics.

      Boyd found the rules were different when flying a jet. Ease the throttle forward in the T-6 and there is a rising thunder
         of noise and a surge of power that can pull a pilot through a loop or around the corner in a tight turn. But careless throttle
         application in a jet caused a new phenomenon known as “flame out.” Some of the early jet engines were unreliable and suddenly
         stopped in flight. And when young pilots pushed the outside of the envelope during tactical engagements, they sometimes overestimated
         their flying abilities and crashed in the desert.
      

      Boyd never worried about any of this. “I started to do my dirty tricks again—I just could not avoid them,” he said. Part of
         advanced flight training at Willy was what Boyd called “stupid cross-country trips,” where the pilot would report in regularly
         by radio. Rather than flying these trips, Boyd took his F-80 down to where he knew friends from Luke AFB were flying F-84s
         in simulated air-to-air combat and joined in. Several times when he was supposed to be on a cross-country flight, he went
         out to where the instructors practiced simulated air-to-air to “bounce” them. They did not like this, especially when he won.
      

      
         During his Oral History interview, Boyd was asked what he thought about when he found himself on the defensive in those early
         air-to-air engagements. He manifested both the macho nature of a fighter pilot and the thinking of fighter aviation at the
         time when he replied, “I had to bend the shit out of that airplane” and “hose” the opponent.
      

      To “bend” an airplane was to pull more Gs than the enemy, to put one’s aircraft on the inside of the pursuit curve and gain
         the advantage from which he could fire.
      

      When a jet fires its guns, tracers allow the pilot to correct his aim. If the jet is pulling Gs, the stream of tracers bends
         and looks like the stream of water from a hose that is moved quickly. Thus, to “hose” an enemy is to get him in the pipper,
         follow him with tracers, and—as pilots say—wax his ass.
      

      Halfway through the training, the instructors looked over the best of the young pilots, those who manifested not only stick-and-rudder
         skills, but who had what has been described as “the spirit of attack borne in a brave heart,” and selected them to transition
         into the F-86 Sabre. Boyd was selected.
      

      On September 13, 1952, Boyd reported for duty at Nellis for combat training in the F-86. If Willy was tough, Nellis was tougher.
         Nellis was the only base in the Air Force that sent fighter pilots straight into combat. If a pilot were not trained to a
         sufficient level of skill, the aggressive MiG pilots, many of whom were highly professional Russians, would shoot him down
         in his first engagement. So at Nellis the idea was to push the aircraft beyond the envelope, to make the training as much
         like combat as possible. The saying of the time was “The more you bleed in peace time, the less you bleed in war.” This is
         another way of saying that normal rules of safety and common sense often were ignored. The thinking among pilots was “If you
         survive Nellis, Korea will be easy.”
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