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FOREWORD



We who served at the Navy Fighter Weapons School are bound together as brothers. It is a fifty-year-old culture of excellence, and an extraordinary aviation legacy. The pilots call it Topgun. Where did it come from? How did I get to be a part of it? How did they?


Our journey is brilliantly portrayed in this book, seen through the eyes of the man whose innovative leadership was based on the enduring principles of our tradition. Dan Pedersen risked his career to accomplish a seemingly impossible task. His success has endured for more than fifty years now.


I first met “Yank” in 1968, when I was assigned as an instructor in Fighter Squadron 121 (VF-121) at Naval Air Station Miramar, California, also known as Fightertown USA. Our job was to transition pilots and naval flight officers into a new fighter aircraft, the F-4 Phantom. Over the course of six months we trained them to fly the Phantom day or night, in any weather, anywhere in the world, from the pitching decks of aircraft carriers.


As a twenty-four-year-old lieutenant with two combat tours to Vietnam, I was in awe of the Navy’s fighter community, and the people with whom I served. Dan cut an imposing figure at six feet three inches, with penetrating hazel eyes and a John Wayne swagger that exuded self-confidence, with the ability and experience upon which reputations are built within our tight-knit community. He was the Hollywood image of a fighter pilot, seldom appearing without his Ray-Ban sunglasses.


As the head of the tactics phase of VF-121’s curriculum, Dan was disciplined, focused, and demanding of himself and others. He established high standards of performance, constantly reinforcing the mantra that “In combat second best is dead last.” Yet he also possessed a good sense of humor, insisted upon leading by personal example, and seldom phrased anything as a question. One exception: Sometimes he would stride up to a student and ask, “Hey there, tiger. Are you ready for this hop?” When Dan was named to start the new fighter aviation schoolhouse, we all knew it was in good hands. General George Patton said it best: “Wars are fought with weapons, but they are won by men.” Even in today’s environment of geopolitical complexity and the sophistication of the fifth-generation jets and weapon systems, it is still the man in the machine who will bring victory. That human resource is the work product of Topgun.


Topgun’s mission was to challenge the status quo. To do that, Dan selected eight young, very junior officers with unique experience, ability, and passion. His vision and leadership gave us direction. His words gave us inspiration: “There is an urgency here beyond anything we have ever done.” We were using “Yankee ingenuity,” hard work, combat experience, and imagination to fix a problem. Too many of our brothers were dying over Vietnam, and we could make a difference.


Topgun became a culture of excellence that over the past five decades has consistently produced the Navy’s most accomplished, innovative, and adaptive warriors as well as the most compassionate and inspirational leaders. The course has expanded from four weeks to twelve and a half. The school is responsible for providing training in air combat maneuvering and weapon systems deployment for Navy and Marine Corps squadrons, advanced predeployment training for fleet units, and the development of new tactics to confront emerging threats. Its founding principles have been carefully guarded and preserved. The extraordinary qualities of leadership demonstrated by each generation have ensured its survival in the face of resource constraints, professional envy, and PC careerists.


When I have the opportunity to meet the young instructors today, I recognize that while we are from different eras with different equipment, the mission remains unchanged: to control the skies over the battlefield and do whatever is necessary to support our forces on the ground or at sea and ensure their survival.


As I reflect on the humble beginnings of this storied institution, I am struck by several facts. None of us among the original nine officers who established Topgun imagined that we would be a part of an aviation legacy that would span five decades, change the course of tactical aviation in the United States and around the world, and influence aircraft and weapon systems design and pilot training.


The current sophistication and capability of the Navy’s aircraft and weapons is beyond anything the original nine could have imagined at the time. Today, the complexity of the battlefield and volume of information available to the pilot are nearly overwhelming. What has not changed are the human elements that make Topgun relevant. The school is still run by junior officers. Then, as now, the focus was upon finding individuals who possessed the following traits:




• A passion for the mission, necessary to sustain the individual in an extreme environment.


• Leadership by personal example—a compassionate, inspirational person willing to take responsibility.


• Extraordinary airmanship required to operate in so unforgiving an environment.


• Humility derived from a sense of being part of something much greater than oneself.


• Subject matter expertise that is beyond reproach.


• A work ethic that will drive that person to do whatever it takes for however long it takes to ensure success.


• Personal discipline to endure the rigorous training and attention to detail required to constantly perform at an optimum level.


• Integrity, adaptability, innovation, and a willingness to challenge the status quo.


• Credibility established through demonstrated performance sustained over time.




All of this is refined in the furnace of uncompromising peer review. The extreme selection process and the rigorous training ensure that Topgun’s culture of excellence and its legacy will endure.


As I meet the young officers serving on the staff today, it is strongly affirming to see that our legacy and the future of this nation are in such good hands. The brotherhood of Topgun today remains strong.


For the first time, in this book, the story of Topgun’s creation and evolution is told by the man who made it happen at the start. Dan is rightly regarded as the “Godfather of Topgun.” His book will take its place among the finest combat aviation memoirs of his generation. It deserves the interest of anyone who appreciates high performance and how it is handed down through generations.


—Darrell “Condor” Gary Topgun’s junior Original Bro















PROLOGUE



Palm Desert, California


2018


Though I’m eighty-three years old, I still look up like a kid whenever I hear an airplane passing overhead. Sometimes it’ll be a pair of Super Hornets smoking over the desert. Watching them thunder past just under the Mach, I’ll get the same electrified thrill I got the first time I lit the afterburner on an F4D Skyray and blasted off North Island’s runway to find myself two minutes later at fifty thousand feet.


There is no other rush like it. It is visceral. It fills you with a sense of rapture that only exists out there on the razor’s edge.


We flew almost whenever we wanted, and often whatever we wanted. It was all about who you knew. If you wanted a new flying experience after duty hours, there were certain guys, like the Navy chief in maintenance control—the keeper of the keys—who’d give you a wink and send you up for the sheer fun of it. After all, you were a naval aviator.


Sometimes, a World War II F6F Hellcat from the local Palm Springs Air Museum will fly over our house. I’ll look up and think, Yeah. Flew one at North Island. Beautiful ride, that old tail dragger. The museum also owns a P-51 Mustang that sometimes buzzes by on weekends. Seeing it takes me back to a poker game in Monterey one night. We’d taken a dentist for his last dime, but he wanted to keep playing. He asked for credit. Having heard that he owned a hangar with two P-51s in there, I asked him for a ride. He agreed, and I beat him. Twice. And that’s how many times I got to fly that sleek Luftwaffe killer.


When my dad died and I moved my mom up to Port Angeles, Washington, I’d take an F-4 Phantom and cruise north through the Sierra Nevadas and the Cascades, seldom getting above five hundred feet. With nobody in sight, just pristine wilderness, lakes, and rivers, I wound around those mountain peaks, feeling freer and more alive than I ever did on the ground. I’d land at Whidbey Island and spend the weekend with my mom before returning to my command on Sunday afternoon.


We have some helicopters in our area, Jet Rangers and such. Their choppy, eggbeater sound puts me in the cockpit of a Sea King I once flew all the way up the West Coast, tracing the beach, just above the whitecaps, from San Diego to Washington State. Beachcombers, swimmers, kayakers, surfers—they all looked up toward the thup-thup-thup of our rotors. Sometimes I waved back, feeling blessed for such moments, doing something so few ever get to do.


Where else could you do such things but in the Navy?


I don’t fly anymore. It’s a function of age, not of desire or heart. One of my “Original Bros” at Topgun, seventy-four-year-old Darrell Gary, still straps himself into his own Russian Yak and stunts about the sky. It was the same plane our enemies learned to fly before tangling with us over Vietnam. Darrell formed his own precision aerobatics team with a group of former U.S. pilots and one Brit. “I hate taking time out of my day to eat, sleep, and excrete,” Darrell likes to say. “We can sleep when we’re dead.”


How can you not love that man? We nine Original Bros were cut from that same cloth. Darrell and Mel, Steve, Smash, Ski, Ruff, J. C., and Jimmy Laing. In civilian life, you rarely encounter people of similar temperament, focus, ability, and passion. Maybe it’s because only rarely are people thrown together to fight for a failing cause on guts and pride, while surrounded by hostility that pushes you ever closer together.


In the 1960s, America fought in Vietnam with the wrong planes, unreliable weapons, bad tactics, and the wrong senior civilian leadership. A lot of important things were broken. But we loved what we did, and treasured the relationships built in aircraft carrier–ready rooms and bars from North Island to the Philippines. The Navy had given us a home filled with committed, driven men who shared the same passion. When the air war started in earnest, we were tested by months of exhaustion that showed the deeper meaning of our connections.


Operation Rolling Thunder began in 1968. As we flew combat missions, striking Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara’s hand-selected targets, we lost planes and men almost every day. Flying from Yankee Station, the area in the Gulf of Tonkin where the aircraft carriers operated, we learned what it was like to sit at a wardroom table surrounded by empty chairs. Half the time we never knew what happened to them. Maybe another pilot noticed an enemy surface-to-air missile launch or caught a fleeting glimpse of a burning American plane heading toward the jungle below. Sometimes we’d hear the aircrew requesting help on the ground, dodging enemy patrols and calling for rescue. When the helicopters went in, the North Vietnamese were often waiting. They shot up the helicopters and their escorting planes. We sometimes got our man and lost three more in the process.


We were flying not just for each other. We were flying for each other’s families. The man on your wing usually had a wife, maybe some children. You took care of him to take care of them. We all faced moments where we risked our lives for each other to ensure the contact teams did not knock on our brother’s door back in San Diego, Lemoore, or Whidbey Island.


When the enemy scored, the families were devastated. You seldom see that written about. But we’ve all come home to tell widows and fatherless kids how sorry we were. We gave them what peace we could. The truth is, that loss never goes away. It warps the rest of their lives as they wrestle with the pain. That old adage “Time heals all wounds”? Bull. Fifty years on, I’ve seen those families still break down in tears as they talk of their fallen aviator.


You don’t get over that kind of pain. You just learn to live around it. It becomes part of who you are, and for us out on Yankee Station, that grief motivated us to sacrifice for each other.


Not everyone could hack it. There were days on Yankee Station when I watched aircrews lose their nerve. All of a sudden, some mysterious mechanical issue came up and a flight had to be scrubbed. Sometimes it happened when the plane was on the catapult and ready to launch. They just couldn’t bring themselves to face—again—the most fearsome air defense network in the world, erected by the North Vietnamese, with Russian help, around Hanoi. On rare occasions, some men turned in their wings and went home rather than face that crucible again. It was easier to fly for an airline.


Twenty-one different aircraft carriers operated for more than 9,100 total days in the Gulf of Tonkin. In three years, the Navy lost 532 aircraft in combat. Including other operational losses associated with that war, the Navy had 644 aviators killed, missing, or taken prisoner of war. The total fixed-wing aircraft losses of the Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force together exceeded 2,400. Of course, it was intensely personal. Darrell Gary lived with nine guys in two houses on the beach in La Jolla when he went through training. After their first trip to Yankee Station, six came home.


Worse, we were losing the larger war. Destroying the targets given to us by the Pentagon seemed to make no difference in the war to the south. The losses mounted, and the MiGs started seeking us out. The North Vietnamese possessed a small but well-trained air force, proxied by their Chinese and Soviet allies. As good as it was, they were not in the same league as the Soviet Air Force, so it sent shock waves through the Navy when North Vietnamese pilots started shooting us down. During the Korean War, the North Korean Air Force was virtually wiped out in the opening months. A decade later, the Vietnamese MiGs gave us a real fight. They shot down one of ours for every two MiGs that we claimed. We considered the loss rate intolerable, given our long history of deeply one-sided kill ratios. In World War II, U.S. naval aviators crushed the Japanese in the central Pacific on the way to Tokyo, with Hellcat pilots, who scored three-fourths of the Navy’s air-to-air victories, posting a kill ratio on the order of nineteen to one. In Vietnam, we simply were not allowed to win, so the Navy bureaucracy did what bureaucracies do best: It continued on course. Micromanaged from Washington, D.C., we made the same mistakes month after month. It nearly crippled U.S. naval aviation.


In January 1969, a plain-spoken carrier skipper named Frank Ault wrote a report to the chief of naval operations detailing deadly flaws in our fighter tactics and weapons systems. His list of complaints was a long one, and the Navy decided to act. Unfortunately, many in senior commands worried more about their careers than about fixing the problem. By approving the creation of an air combat postgraduate school—which we quickly named Topgun—they gave the appearance of doing something to change things. Under President Johnson’s and Secretary McNamara’s leadership, the Navy bureaucracy seemed more interested in appearing to solve problems than risking failure by actually trying to solve them. They gave the leadership of Topgun to a relatively junior officer—me.


The eight men who joined me in a condemned trailer at Naval Air Station Miramar in late 1968 had gone into the war thinking we were the best pilots in the world flying the best aircraft armed with the best weapons. The North Vietnamese showed us otherwise. We were ready to do whatever it took to find a way to win.


The community we loved was in crisis, and for whatever reason it fell to us to help find a way forward. As we got started, not a man among us was willing to put his career over doing the right thing. We went to war against conventional thought. We asked questions, sought out answers, chopped red tape. We broke rules. We borrowed, stole, or horse-traded for everything we needed. Ultimately, the Bros created a revolution from nothing but pride and devotion.


I want to tell you about the Bros. I want to tell you about our community, how it was in the years before Vietnam when we frittered away the birthright of victory that our forebears had handed and chose to stake our future on untested technology. I want to tell you about a few of us who kept the legacy alive, flying off the books, in ways that were never discussed in professional spaces, lest the wrong ears hear. Most of all, I want to tell you about the founding days of Topgun and its enduring legacy. It stands as proof that a small group of driven individuals can change the world. We live today in times of great uncertainty with problems that seem unsolvable. The Bros faced that in 1968. Topgun is a reminder that things can be changed.


Along the way, I hope to leave you with an appreciation of the cost. Naval aviation back then wasn’t just a job or career; it was a monastic calling. You had to love it more than anything else in your life to stick with it when things went so wrong. That primacy of position in our lives wrought havoc with everything else not connected to our ready rooms. We became outsiders in our own nation, unable to relate even to the people we grew up with back home. Darrell learned this when he attended his high school reunion in Oakland. He had nothing in common with even his oldest friends. Alienated by the experience, he turned around and flew straight back to the brotherhood that had become his home. He never attended another reunion.


It wasn’t just old friends we left behind. Our families took a backseat to our flying and our responsibilities as officers. The glamour of marrying a handsome, fit fighter pilot with a bright career ahead soon wore thin as we served at sea and our spouses remained behind. How many women stand for another love in their husband’s life? Each night when we were on Yankee Station, the unknown gnawed at them. They feared for their pilots. Our wives never knew when a contact team might appear on the porch. Every time the doorbell rang, they cringed with dread. Late-night phone calls produced a panic. So it had to be. For us, flying always came first.


One night I was aboard ship, ready to take my first ship command, when I got a phone call. Somehow my eight-year-old son had found my direct number. I answered. He was crying. He begged me not to leave.


“Please, Dad. Come back… everyone else has a dad home with them. I don’t.”


Those words linger. Neither of us ever forgot them.


Every naval aviator had moments like these. It was our reality on the ground. I have one regret in my twenty-nine-year career: It was brutal on my family.


That’s the deeper story, beyond the Hollywood portrayal of us. All too often, we are painted with the Val Kilmer “Iceman” stereotype—cool, capable speed addicts who live on the edge for the sheer thrill. We live harder, party harder, womanize harder, and are somehow larger than life.


This book will challenge the stereotype. We are flesh and blood. We live in a dangerous world that whipsaws us from elation to fear in a heartbeat. This brotherhood conceals its emotions to outsiders, so perhaps some of it is our fault. Yet to me, what I saw my brothers achieve out in the fleet is even more remarkable because we are only human and as fallible as everyone else. The difference is the consequences of those fallibilities. When you are dodging missiles over Haiphong or landing aboard a flattop in the middle of a tropical storm, mistakes are often fatal.


I can’t fly anymore, but my heart is still up there. Lying in my yard and watching these jets stream past, I try to figure their speed and altitude. I’ve been doing it so long I know their schedules. When an aircraft is late, I wonder if the crew got hung up at the gate, or if the taxiway was jammed. It’s one of many ways I keep myself in the game. Pushing a jet through the sky will always be my abiding love.















CHAPTER ONE



ADMISSION PRICE


Over Southern California


December 1956


Sixty-five and sunny; blue skies all the way home. God, how I loved December in California. No snow, no shoveling the walk to the driveway. Just plans for Christmas dinner in the backyard as the last rays of sunlight bathed the L.A. basin in golden hues.


From the matte gray cockpit of my Lockheed T-33 jet trainer, I looked down at the suburban sprawl born of the postwar housing boom. The orange groves were vanishing, replaced by blocks of little pink houses and picket fences that looked like Legos from my twenty-thousand-foot vantage point.


I used to shine shoes down there. Lee’s Barbershop in Whittier.


I shifted my eyes from the scene below to scan the instrument panel of my “T-bird.” Altimeter, heading, airspeed indicator, turn and bank indicator, vertical velocity gauge. I swept them all in a heartbeat, trained to do so by the best pilots in the world until each scan of the dials and gauges was an act of unconscious muscle memory.


My path to Pensacola began right down there. At Los Alamitos, I enlisted in the U.S. Navy as a seaman recruit. The naval air station was full of World War II vintage aircraft. As an apprentice engine mechanic in a reserve squadron, I worked on the F4U Corsair. When that legendary gull-winged beauty became a relic in the jet age, the unit I was attached to became the first in the reserves to get jets. A young lieutenant helped me to make the transition. He took me flying in his two-seater. Inspired, I applied to the Naval Aviation Cadet program, which sent enlisted men to flight training in Pensacola. With the help of that generous lieutenant, I passed the exams and made the cut. In 1955, I decamped to the famous naval aviation training center on the Florida panhandle.


Now the long-sought reward was close enough to touch. As long as I kept my grades up, I’d stand an excellent chance of flying jet fighters with gold Navy wings on my chest.


That morning over the L.A. basin, we whistled through the wild blue in technology that would have dazzled those who flocked to California looking for work two decades before. The age of the Joads and Okies was long gone. The jet age was upon us, and I embraced it with all my heart.


To the people down below, this may not have meant a thing. They were going about their peaceful lives, caring for family, stressed out over work and the growing traffic. Some would open the Los Angeles Times as they sipped their morning coffee for a keyhole view to the outside world. Eight hundred and ninety-six drunk driving arrests in the county this Christmas season was a headline in the Times that morning. Beside that story, a tiny blurb described how the Japanese were detecting radiation in the atmosphere. That could only mean the Russians had detonated yet another nuclear bomb.


Vice President Richard Nixon talked of the ten thousand Hungarian refugees the Air Force was flying to the United States for a new lease on life. Victims of Soviet oppression, they’d fought and lost in the Budapest uprising. When Russian armor rolled through their streets, they were lucky to have survived.


The people below me could not imagine such a life. Living in their orderly tract houses, they enjoyed well-kept lawns, sidewalks full of playing kids, and a sense of peace underwritten by men such as I had come to know in the past year. Home for the holiday, I would soon join them guarding our ramparts in the Cold War. The morning was simply gorgeous. The engine’s whine was like music to me, the soundtrack to my new life. I was entering a profession unlike any I’d ever dreamed of.


My dad, a veteran of World War II, had served in Europe in the Army Signal Corps, keeping communications flowing between the front lines and headquarters. He came home to Illinois in 1945 to find his job had been filled. Victory in Europe cost him his career, and he found himself forced to start over in middle age with a family depending on him. Never showing us the fear he surely felt, he moved us to California, believing that every problem can be overcome by hard work. He got a job laying pipelines in Palm Springs. After a shift in the sun, which baked his Scandinavian skin to leather, he would come home with twelve-hour days in his eyes. He never complained; he worked and lived for us. His example of resilience instilled in me that same devotion. I was blessed and knew it.


There was a difference, though. I loved every second in the cockpit. This wasn’t work; it was freedom. Every flight pushed our personal boundaries and revealed that we were capable of more. With each test, we grew as aviators and young men. Along the way, achievement became a drug. I couldn’t wait for the next jump forward toward a fleet assignment. From the tie-cutting ceremony after I soloed to the first time I landed aboard an aircraft carrier, it was a journey marked with memorable moments. A year at Pensacola gave me a sense of identity and purpose that I never felt back home.


I wanted Mary Beth Peck to pin my aviator’s wings on me at graduation. We had met in high school at a church function; I was seventeen, she was fourteen. Even in Southern California, with probably the highest concentration of beautiful girls anywhere, she made everyone else look ordinary. Blonde hair, eyes like the sky at twenty thousand feet. It took only one conversation to realize she wasn’t just a beautiful face. Mary Beth possessed a soft-spoken eloquence and powerful intellect.


We courted properly, and our families grew close as we fell in love. She had written me every day since I’d left home to seek this new path through life. No matter how tough it got at Pensacola, I never let my head hit the pillow until I’d filled a page for her in return.


We had not seen each other since I left Los Alamitos for Pensacola. I’d left home a boy, working my way through junior college. That morning, I returned at the controls of a modern jet trainer, the double solo bars of an advanced naval aviation cadet on my chest. Christmas break was my chance to show her and our families the man I was becoming.


Wings banked now, the T-bird’s polished aluminum skin reflected the sun as Bill and I began our approach to Marine Corps Air Station El Toro in Irvine. The base’s distinctive double-cross runways stuck out among the tract homes and orange groves. El Toro served as home to some of the greatest combat aviators America ever produced: Joe Foss, Marion Carl, John L. Smith—the men who had stopped the Japanese advance in the Pacific during World War II. Most of the people in Orange County knew little of that legacy, but from the moment I started training, we naval aviation cadets were immersed in the heritage that was ours if we proved ourselves worthy.


At Pensacola, we flew the SNJ Texan and the T-28. On my first morning there, our drill sergeant woke us in the barracks with the rattle of his nightstick along the steel frames of our bunks, then double-timed us out to an aging hangar beside the seaplane ramp. In the very same building where some of naval aviation’s pioneers established our tradition, the drill sergeant smoked us with forty minutes of PT. Each morning started with the same ritual. We worked out in the hangar among the ghosts of those who had paved the way for us. Thanks to them, naval aviation became the rebel branch of the service, always striving to develop new ideas, new technology, and new ways of fighting that would send the age of the battleship into history. From the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway to the Great Marianas Turkey Shoot, they transformed the U.S. Navy into the most effective naval fighting force on the planet.


Everywhere we went at Pensacola, we felt that tradition and it was an honor to be invited to be part of it. Would my generation contribute to perpetuate it in the years ahead? One thing for sure, I was not going to be the one who washed out and went home to be just another college kid with ducktail hair, working odd jobs to cover tuition.


Where other cadets bought cars and spent time in town, drinking at Trader John’s and other local aviator watering holes, I made a point of staying on base. My dad’s ethic became mine. I studied and worked hard. I was determined to be among the top cadets who upon graduation would be handed the keys to the latest and greatest fighter jets our country produced.


After Basic School at Pensacola, we were required to take a cross-country instrument flight to California, the final stage before we finished Advanced School in Beeville, Texas. The fringe benefit of this last evolution was a chance to visit home.


As we started our descent toward El Toro, Bill Pierson, my instructor in the rear seat, coached me over the intercom. I eased the throttle back and entered the landing pattern. Gear and flaps down, nose flared, I set the T-bird onto the runway. I taxied to the ramp by base operations, shut down the engine, and opened the canopy. Bill jumped out to grab a cup of coffee while our airplane got refueled. I pulled my helmet off and slid on the pair of Ray-Bans that I’d purchased at the Pensacola PX. They were a little over-the-top Hollywood for a cadet. In Florida and Texas I usually only wore them to the beach. What the heck. It was California.


Mary Beth stood on the tarmac, looking up at me with my parents at her side. She was a vision in an angora sweater and below-the-knee skirt. Wearing flat-heeled shoes and with her hair down, she had a smile on her face. Maybe just a hint of awe as well. I could hope.


I unstrapped and climbed out, dressed in a khaki flight suit, a matching jacket, and Navy-issue chukka boots. I’d barely made it down the ladder when she wrapped her arms around me. In an instant, the year of separation seemed like an eyeblink. I knew beyond a doubt, this was the woman I wanted to marry.


Bill watched from the doorway to base ops, a paper cup of coffee in hand. He was a veteran of Korea and countless days at sea. He had shared moments like this one and knew their power. He also knew to stay clear and let me have it; for that I was grateful. The holiday break passed quickly.


I was born in Moline, Illinois, in 1935, and my father served in the army during World War II. My parents were immigrants and I was a first-generation American. Dad, named Orla or Ole, was born in Denmark in 1912 and his parents, Olaf and Mary Pedersen, immigrated the next year. My mother, Henrietta, was one of three beautiful sisters from the Isle of Man. She met Dad at a high school basketball game.


I remember the smell of potato sausage in Mom’s kitchen on the evening we ate Christmas dinner on the back porch. That was a Danish tradition passed down from my paternal grandfather. When I was a kid in Moline, I’d rush from school to his little Scandinavian specialty store, passing barrels of pickled fish. A pot of that potato sausage would be simmering on the stove, filling the place with the scent of home and warmth.


My first flying experience had been in 1946, not long after dad returned from Europe. My father was intrigued with aircraft, as he had some experience with B-25 bombers near the end of the war. One evening, at Moline Airport, he said we were going flying. What a surprise for a ten-year-old boy. The flight was in darkness, early in the evening in a prewar Ford Trimotor, distinctive with its three clattering Wright engines and corrugated aluminum skin. I marveled even then at the beauty of being aloft at night.


Before I went to Beeville, Mary Beth gave me a Christmas gift. I unwrapped it to discover a gold signet ring with a tiny diamond inset on its flat face. She had my initials inscribed on it along with 1956 and Love, Beth on the inside. She was a freshman at Whittier College working in the student union cafeteria. She must have gone into debt to pull this off.


All too soon, this beautiful interlude ended. My instructor met me at El Toro a few days after Christmas. I wore the ring on my right hand as I kissed Mary Beth goodbye on the ramp. Soon I would be an officer and a gentleman. I’d ask her father for permission to propose. We’d start a life in the Navy together. A final hug, no tears, and I scrambled up the ladder and into the cockpit. As Bill Pierson and I taxied out to the runway, I saw her waving goodbye to her naval aviation cadet.


When I landed at Beeville, my first jet fighter awaited me on the flight line. She was a Grumman F9F Panther, a well-traveled aircraft whose dark blue aluminum skin was dotted with patched-over bullet holes. Like my instructor, she was a veteran of Korea, her paint dulled by years of service. With her straight wing and her sub–Mach 1 top speed, the Panther had been relegated to stateside pastures, where she helped train the next generation of naval aviators.


I stood under my bird and shared a Bridges at Toko-Ri moment. How many times had I seen that movie? A dozen? The flying scenes were spectacular. The poignancy of the love story and the fact that pretty much everyone dies in the end was lost to my visions of glory. That first morning with that Panther, I climbed into the cockpit and fell in love.


She was a delight to fly, balanced on the controls and fast for a first-generation, single-engine jet. Alone in the cockpit, I tried aerobatics with her and shot up towed sleeves with her four 20mm cannons. The thrill of it left me craving more.


As we closed in on the final lap of our training, a few boxes remained to be checked. One included a cross-country formation flight to Dallas and back. Three of us cadets took off with a storm closing in on us. The cloud ceiling was under a thousand feet. Speeding over the Texas countryside, we hugged the earth in an arrowhead formation at about five hundred feet, each of us taking turns in the lead. Two miles behind, our instructor trailed along in another F9F observing us at the edge of visibility. The weather worsened. Visibility diminished. We reached Dallas, landed safely. After resting and refueling, we flew back in the afternoon.


At four hundred miles an hour, a Panther travels almost two football fields a second. You have to think a step or two ahead at all times, or the speed simply overwhelms your ability to respond. Get behind the aircraft, and the struggle to catch up will make you mistake-prone. The best pilots ride the wave and are always thinking a move or two ahead of the aircraft. You have very little time to react to something. So when something suddenly flashed between our three Panthers, I was stunned. Looking in my rearview mirror, I saw a red-lit radio relay tower stretching skyward into the overcast. We were at five hundred feet. Those radio towers were fifteen hundred feet tall. It was only an act of God that kept one of us from careening into it with fatal results.


We landed back at Beeville shaken but intact. Our instructor taxied to the ramp several minutes later, and I felt a swell of anger rise in me. Where were you? Miles behind us out of sight when we almost flew into that tower?


After I calmed down, the lesson came into focus. When you’re a fighter pilot, alone in that cockpit, your fate is in your hands. Blaming others is just a dodge. It’s no way to grow or improve. It was up to me to see that radio tower. No one else.


Near misses aside, I ranked near the top of my class in the final stage of advanced training. I felt myself developing into a confident young pilot. Inevitably, such self-realizations will lead the universe to knock you down a peg. Mine was a brutal humbling with lifelong implications.


That day I was supposed to fly a graded check flight in a T-bird with an instructor named Tony Biamonte. We planned and briefed a flight to Foster Air Force Base near Victoria on a day when a solid wall of clouds marched over the Lone Star State to twenty-five thousand feet. Visibility was at a minimum, even down on the deck. In the days before ground control radar, pilots navigated by low-frequency radio signals called LFR. It was still in use as a redundant backup system in the 1950s, and every cadet needed to know how to use it in a pinch. This weather called for it.


We took off into the soup, spiraling upward until we broke into blue skies above twenty-five thousand. Tony sat in the rear seat; I was in the front. Victoria was only about fifty miles away, so this was a quick flight. After checking in with Foster control, I started our descent. We went from blue skies to a world of swirling grays so thick I could barely see our wingtip fuel tanks.


Being inside a cloud is a disorienting experience. Look outside the cockpit too long at the dark heart of a cloud, and you’ll lose all sense of up or down, inverted or upright. Mesmerized, you won’t be able to tell if your wings are level, if you’re in a bank, or if you’re dropping out of the sky. With no frame of reference, your senses go haywire. The same thing can happen while flying at night. In moments like these, you bet your life on your instruments. You have to trust them, not what your body is telling you. It can be hard to believe the gauges over the wisdom in your own gut.


I was wrestling with that phenomenon while trying to carefully listen to the LFR signals telling me where I was in relation to the runway. I could feel myself starting to stretch to keep hold of the situation and stay ahead of the aircraft.


As we began our descent, I tried to keep a mental picture of where I thought we were. That mental picture was crucial. You have to see your bird in the air in your mind’s eye, erasing the clouds and overcast until the landscape below comes into focus. You build the picture with the radio signals. Each Morse code letter, either an A, an N, or a Null, gave you a sense of your position. As I dropped into the pattern, I listened as the letters changed. With each new Morse code signal, I updated my mental picture.


At about two thousand feet, I had us on our downwind leg of the pattern. This meant we were running parallel to the runway a few thousand feet to the side. As we passed ninety degrees to the edge of the runway, I heard the Morse code letter change. That was the cue to make a turn onto the final approach. One more turn and I’d have this box checked.


We were still in heavy overcast, the T-bird buffeted by turbulence. Between studying my instruments, prepping the aircraft for landing, and trying to listen to the radio signals, I grew confused and uncertain.


Is my mental picture wrong?


The signal changed. New letter.


Wait, which end of the runway have I reached? Which way to turn?


I thought I knew where we were, but my confusion destroyed my confidence.


I turned the wrong way, sending the T-bird directly away from the end of the runway. I realized my mistake within seconds. Stopping our descent, I called the tower, fessed up, and asked to return to a holding pattern.


I could feel Tony’s presence behind me right then. I had screwed up. Naval aviation is an unforgiving calling. One error and people—including yourself—die. In training, even a few seconds’ worth of a wrong turn will count against you.


It certainly did here. Tony scrubbed the exercise, telling me to return to Beeville instead. I flew back, tense and upset with myself, seething at the mistake. When we got back on the ground, he asked, “You know what you did wrong?”


“Yeah.” I explained what had happened, mentioning that I corrected the mistake very quickly.


He nodded agreement on that last point. Still, he did not let me off the hook. “I want you to fly this check ride again.”


I’d failed a flight, the only one in eighteen months of training. He saw the expression on my face and tried to reassure me. “Listen. Dan, everybody gets one down check. Don’t worry about it. It is a good lesson in humility.”


I hit the books harder than ever. I studied LFR approaches. I flew the mission profile in the base simulators every day. I went back to the basics and studied Morse code again. There was no way I was going to fail again. In my obsession to succeed, I jettisoned every routine aspect of my life and used the extra minutes to study. That first night, my head hit the pillow, and as I fell off into an exhausted near-coma, a part of my brain felt like I’d forgotten to do something.


I haven’t written Mary Beth.


For the first time since I’d left home for cadets, I’d failed to finish a letter to her.


The next night, the same thing happened. I was falling behind. Her letters arrived like clockwork. Now I’d missed two days and I foolishly let my responsiveness slide even further.


All week, I remained singularly focused. Life distilled down to one thing: Learn LFR approaches and do it right the second time. Mary Beth and every other aspect of my life took a temporary backseat as I worked to overcome my error. No cell phones or long-distance to explain; besides, I was too embarrassed. Big mistake.


This was my initiation into the constant battle all naval aviators face: the demands of the job versus the need for a personal life. The job is so demanding that it almost always wins. In a civilian career, balancing professional and personal lives requires careful attention, but it can be done. In naval aviation, there is no balance. The job always has to come first.


At home, she checked her mailbox every day to find it empty. She went from puzzled to alarmed to deeply hurt as each afternoon brought the same empty box. My grandkids would call this “ghosting.” Imagine you and your love have been texting on your phones day after day while separated for some reason. Suddenly, one of you stops. A few hours might not seem significant, but the communication becomes one-way. The stress level rises. A day passes. Then two. Wondering becomes an agony. No explanation—the person simply vanished, became a ghost.


The word ghosting hadn’t made it to Webster’s English Dictionary yet, but that week in 1957, it’s exactly what I did to Mary Beth as I focused on passing the check ride. When I climbed back into the T-bird for the do-over, the hard work paid off: I aced the flight, landed the aircraft without issue, and returned to Beeville with my confidence restored.


Tony died two months later during a similar LFR check ride with another naval aviator. Life in aviation, even in training, was deadly serious. It required everything you have. Living an intensely focused, out-of-balance life wasn’t just an expression of our passion for flying. It was required in order to survive.


That was one of my last check rides. I finished advanced training and didn’t slip in the class rankings. With the ordeal behind me, I wrote Mary Beth for the first time in several weeks. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her about my brush with failure. How could I explain my poor judgment in a letter? I decided to wait until I returned home to explain it to her in person. I needed her to see me as infallible, the confident pilot who’d climbed out of the T-bird at Christmas, rocking those Ray-Bans and beige chukka boots. So I took the path of least resistance: I wrote as if nothing had happened. I didn’t even acknowledge vanishing for all those days. I just picked up where I’d left off.


On March 1, 1957, I got my wings. The graduation ceremony in Corpus Christi was almost anticlimactic. I wanted Mary Beth to pin my wings on me, but flying to Texas was not financially feasible for her or my folks. Instead, my flight training roommate and friend from home, Al Clayes, pinned my wings on my chest that day. I did the same honor for this newly commissioned U.S. Marine aviator.


The Navy commissioned us all ensigns and made Big Al a Marine second lieutenant. We were officers and gentlemen at last, waiting for our first assignments with increasing trepidation. Through the grapevine, I’d heard that there were very few jet fighter pilot slots available on the West Coast that spring. I wanted to be back in California, close to home and Mary Beth, so I’d asked for duty on my side of the country.


When my orders arrived, I tore open the envelope, running through my worst-case scenarios, the first of which was blimps. Yes, the 1950s Navy still flew airships. We called them “poopy bags.” Nobody wanted to go from flying Panthers and T-birds to puttering around at seventy knots with a gigantic bag of gas over your head. No thank you. Then there was ASW. Antisubmarine warfare. This meant multiengine flying and interminably long patrols over open ocean, where everyone aboard tried not to fall asleep.


I took a breath, looked down at my orders, and read the official verbiage directing me to report in thirty days to San Diego.


I read it twice. Then a third time just to be sure I wasn’t dreaming.


I was going to a squadron known as VF(AW)-3.


V stood for heavier than air. No blimps for me.


F stood for fighters.


AW stood for all-weather.


I’d done it. I was going to be a jet fighter pilot.


I was on the road to Topgun.















CHAPTER TWO



FIRST TRIBE


Texas to Naval Air Station North Island, San Diego


Spring 1957


It’s 2300 here in the California desert, eleven o’clock in the civilian world. I come out every night and sit by the pool at the same time with my wife’s two little white-poofball Maltese pups. They curl up under my lounge chair, which I’ll adjust to be flat. Then I’ll lay here and look up into the night and wait.


The stars are old friends, of course. We all did our share of night flying. At sea aboard an aircraft carrier, the air wings assigned the rookie pilots night flights based on the phase of the moon. A first-timer would need to land by the light of a full moon. If he hit that forty-foot zone in which the tailhook can catch a wire—as it will have to on a carrier or heaven help you—the next time he flies, the moon will be a crescent. Less light, more challenging. The biggest test came on nights with no moon—and bad weather. Nothing gives a naval aviator more gut-check moments than a night carrier landing in a heavy sea. It takes a special breed of cat to do it consistently, that’s for sure.


Whenever the moon looks like the base of a thumbnail, I remember when I commanded the carrier USS Ranger. Somewhere in the Pacific, under a sliver moon, our air wing conducted night ops. One of our young pilots had trouble getting get his F-14 Tomcat back down on the deck. As he made his approach and the landing signal officer (LSO) talked him toward that number-three wire, I watched from my bridge chair. I could tell he was “killing snakes in the cockpit.” That means he was overcontrolling the aircraft. He was feeling overwhelmed and his heart rate was spiked. We’d all been there. The LSO told him to go around and try again. We call that a wave-off.


He did, and the same thing happened. His bucket was full. He was battling fear, the darkness, his instruments, the procedures needed to bring the bird back aboard. It got away from him again.


All night, he tried to land on the Ranger. Twice he had to climb above the clouds to refuel from an airborne tanker. I finally had to call him on the radio, something ship captains almost never do. We leave talking to the pilots to the air boss or their squadron commanders.


“Look, son, we’re into the wind and we’re not going anywhere. We’re here for you, and we’ve got all night. Just relax a bit and smooth it out.”


Those are the moments I loved the most—the kind of mentoring and loyalty to each other I never found anywhere else but inside the brotherhood of naval aviation.


That nugget took twelve passes before he was safely on the flight deck. Now think about that. Each approach is a gut-check moment. The deck may be moving with the swells and you can’t see the horizon in the darkness. You’re utterly reliant on the LSO and your instruments. A mistake can kill you. Worse, if you make that mistake as you touch down, you’ll probably kill others, too. Even when we weren’t in combat, the stakes were high.


Twelve tries in, he made a perfect landing. Maybe in the civilian world, some manager would give a young employee twelve chances, but I doubt it. In our world, we knew what to do. We sent him right back up the very next night. And when the time came to land, he rolled into his approach like a fleet veteran and caught the number-three wire like a seasoned tail hooker. Later in his career he flew with the Navy’s famous demonstration team, the Blue Angels.


Love of aviation led us to our careers, but we all stayed in the service because of the people. Men like the ones who had gotten us through nights like that.


My first unofficial act as an ensign in the U.S. Navy was to buy a car. My gang of new officers, at lunch for the first time at the officers’ club in Corpus Christi, Texas, decided that at least one of us needed to have a set of wheels. We rolled dice to see who would go down to the dealership, and I lost.


I picked out a brand-new 1957 Ford Fairlane. Raven black with black and colonial white matching interior. Sidewalls straight out of American Graffiti. I drove home from Texas in my new ride, eager to see Mary Beth, make amends, and take her for a spin. I had thirty days of leave before I needed to report to VF(AW)-3, and I intended to use every minute of it courting my girl.


The morning after I got home, I drove the Fairlane over to Whittier College. I found Mary Beth working at the cafeteria in the student union. She seemed unusually quiet. As I showed her the new car, I knew something was wrong.


“Beth, is something on your mind?”


She hesitated, searching for words.


“You didn’t write,” she said. “I didn’t get any letters for a while.”


I was about to explain, when she said, “Dan, I’m seeing someone. When you didn’t write. Well, he was persistent. I gave in.” I didn’t know what to say. He was a football player at the college. They’d been seeing each other for only a few weeks.


I went home to regroup. My folks’ house was a sad place that evening. I stayed around town for two more weeks, marking time and feeling increasingly like an outsider in my own home. It was the first taste of alienation most of us naval aviators experienced as we began our journey into the brotherhood. The layers of our old lives would fall away like leaves in the months to come. Nuggets—rookie naval aviators—still had some connections to the outside civilian world, but already we were seeing them strained to the limits by the demands of flying high-performance aircraft. Increasingly, our lives were whittled down to the job, the people working with us, and a few problematical connections on the ground.


It was a brutal process for all of us. Hollywood often portrays us as skirt-chasing, hard-drinking types without delving deeper into the situation. The truth was, by the time you reached your first squadron, those superficial nights with beautiful girls were all that naval aviators had room for in their lives. The problem arose when we tried to form deeper connections. The love of my life was the first sacrifice I made for those wings of gold.


When sticking around town became intolerable, I decided to report early to my new squadron. While I was packing, my mom came to me and watched me fill my suitcase.


“Dan,” she said gently, “Mary Beth has made her choice. You’ve got to respect that.”


I wanted to win her back. My mom could see right through me.


“Don’t do it. Don’t interfere. That isn’t your place. It wasn’t meant to be.” One thing we did not do in the Pedersen household was defy our mother. Her words followed me all the way to San Diego.


Joining your first squadron is a life event for naval aviators. You make lifelong friends and the lessons in the air come at you like a firehose. Your mind needs to be clear; you’ve got to be ready for the challenges ahead. If you’re not, you’re going to have an accident. No matter what area of naval aviation you’re in, it is deeply unforgiving of mistakes.


In downtown San Diego, I found the Coronado Ferry at the end of Broadway and drove the Fairlane aboard. My mind was anything but clear. I wasn’t joining the squadron two weeks early that day, I was running from home and the life I’d wanted but could not have.


At North Island, the guard at the front gate gave me directions to VF(AW)-3. I barely noticed the planes coming and going off the runways as I drove past long lines of attack jets, patrol planes, and fighters. The squadron had its own high-security compound. Fenced off, patrolled by guards with leashed attack dogs, it stood in stark contrast to the relatively relaxed security at the main entrance. It was my first indication that my new squadron was a distinctive one.


I parked by the hangar after showing my orders a second time at the guard station. I reached across the bench seat, grabbed my fore-and-aft cap along with the manila envelope containing my orders, and went to check in at the admin office.


The officer of the day greeted me warmly with a “Welcome aboard” and a handshake. He took me to meet the squadron’s executive officer, Commander Eugene Valencia.


Meeting the exec was a formal call, part of the ritual when a new guy came aboard. I was led to his office, stepped inside, and introduced myself.


Round-faced, solidly built, with slightly thinning hair, my new XO happened to be the third-highest U.S. Navy ace of World War II, one of the great legends of our community. In one engagement over the Japanese home islands in April 1945, he shot down six enemy planes. He finished the war with twenty-three flags on the side of his F6F Hellcat.


I was a raw ensign fighting to hide a broken heart. The man introducing himself to me held the Navy Cross and six Distinguished Flying Crosses. I was in awe. Yet Commander Valencia was anything but arrogant. He greeted me and set me at ease with his relaxed, unassuming nature. It was hard to believe that a man with so many accomplishments could be so grounded and approachable.


From the XO’s office, the officer of the day led me to the hangar. He explained that the squadron stood on twenty-four-hour alert as a component of the North American Air Defense Command. VF(AW)-3 was the only U.S. Navy fighter squadron assigned to protect America’s shores. We were the anomalies—naval aviators under direct U.S. Air Force control. At any moment of the day or night, two crews stood ready to scramble and be airborne within five minutes. More crews waited in the ready room on ten-minute alert. Should the order be given, they would run to the aircraft waiting in front of the hangar and launch down Runway 18 in a mad dash.


It was the height of the Cold War. The great threat to the American homeland wasn’t intercontinental ballistic missiles; it was Soviet nuclear-armed bombers. In case of World War III, our job was to get to the incoming Red Air Force bombers before they could hit Southern California.


The Navy gave us the best equipment, the most advanced electronics—and the best crews. Every year there was a competition to see which outfit was the best squadron protecting American airspace. Every year, a two-star Air Force general came to North Island to bestow that award—it always went to the lone Navy unit in the mix. It was a tremendous point of pride for the Navy, and for VF(AW)-3.
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