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  This book is dedicated to Frank, my father, a test pilot in World War II who taught me to love the sky. And to these American F-16 pilots who have died in the cockpit.
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  CAPTAIN
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  LIEUTENANT COLONEL
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  1992




  LIEUTENANT COLONEL
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  CAPTAIN
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  Reserve Unit, 1991




  MICHAEL TERRANCE “Soulman” Sowell


  388FW Hill Air Force Base,


  1991




  FIRST LIEUTENANT


  Keith Gregory Nylander


  34FS, Hill Air Force Base,


  1991




  CAPTAIN


  Michael Leo “Chins” Chinburg


  Saudi Arabia, 1991




  FIRST LIEUTENANT


  Steve “Sunny” Sundstrom
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  1987
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  1986
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  1986
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  IT’S HARD TO HUMBLE and inspire a writer—especially a veteran reporter.




  But the six months I spent following a dozen young Air Force officers through basic training as F-16 pilots at Luke Air Force base in Glendale, Arizona did the trick.




  The eager, bright, disciplined young men and women—mostly in their early twenties—have dedicated their lives to flying jets and serving their country. They each made considerable sacrifices to dedicate themselves to a daunting and dangerous task that will prepare them to risk their lives as a routine for their country and ground pounders like me.




  And that wasn’t the half of it. The veteran, combat pilots who served as their instructors have devoted decades to the nation’s defense, in the process developing the astonishing skills needed to fly the most agile and flexible fighter jet ever built. I was moved and humbled by their courage, skill, dedication, and patriotism—not to mention their wicked humor, staunch brotherhood, and slashing sense of the absurd.




  I am grateful for their trust and the chance to see them at work.




  I am also grateful for the willingness of the Air Force to allow me unrestricted access to Luke. For six months, I spent several days a week at the base. I attended briefings, interviewed pilots, flew the simulator, and was strapped into the backseat of an F-16 modified to have a back seat for an instructor. The pilots were open, honest, and forthright—answering every question I could think to ask. They patiently explained things that seemed commonsensical to them, but which baffled a ground-hugging reporter.




  I can only hope I have told their stories faithfully. I hope they’ll forgive me for oversimplifying in my efforts to explain to a general audience what it took them years of concentrated study to master.




  I agreed to let the Air Force review this manuscript to avoid any inadvertent revelation of classified information. I’d like to thank the Air Force and Luke Wing Commander Brigadier General Philip Breedlove for their unstinting cooperation and professionalism.




  I am also deeply grateful to Col. Bob Egan and Major Howard Hobday, who reviewed the manuscript to avoid revelation of classified tactics and information. They also patiently tried to correct my mistakes and misinterpretations. Their help proved invaluable. However, all the mistakes that remain are my own.




  In turning the remarkable six-month experience into a coherent narrative, I had to make a difficult decision to exclude from the final book some of the pilots who helped me. I spent all my time with the Emerald Knights, a training squadron in the 56th Fighter Wing at Luke Air Force Base, following a single group of thirteen student pilots through the B-course, a six-month gauntlet during which pilots who have learned the basics of flying fighter jets specialize in the F-16. The book revolves around the experiences of those students and the approximately twenty-six instructor pilots who taught them how to stay alive in the air while “killing people and blowing up their shit.” I sat in on the briefings and debriefings of many different missions involving many different pilots. When I sat down to write this book, I concluded that the reader could never keep track of so many vital characters, so I decided to cut from the book five of the student pilots to make the narrative manageable. I also left out many of the instructor pilots. This sometimes required me to combine missions to preserve the narrative—principally during the large force deployment at the end of the book. It also required me to replace instructor pilots and sometimes student pilots on particular missions with different pilots once I made the painful choice as to which students and instructors to leave out. I apologize to the omitted students and instructors—for their contributions were no less vital than those of the officers I included. However, none of the biographical information has been changed or combined—for either students or instructors. The details of the training missions flown have not been altered, nor have any details of the combat missions described, although I have omitted details that might reveal classified weapons or tactics. I only hope the pilots excluded for the sake of the coherence of the book will forgive me and understand my dilemma.




  Beyond that, I claim sole credit for all of the mistakes, mangled sentences, misunderstandings, dumb stuff, and oversimplifications. My long-suffering editor at Lyons Press, Tom McCarthy, did his best to help. The sharp eye of copyeditor Alex Barnett provided the proper polish. My wife Elissa put up with my endless absences and long mutterings and provided unfailing support and encouragement. And the pilots of the Emerald Knights did everything in their power to make sure I got it right. The Air Force gave me such startling access and freedom to report that they left me with no reasonable excuse for whatever flaws exist in this book.




  For all of that help and patience, I’m grateful.




  And finally, I would like to express my profound gratitude to the more than ninety F-16 pilots who have died flying the Viper in defense of their country. Most died in training accidents. That’s not surprising. In the quarter century the F-16 and its pilots have defended the nation and won every war, the Viper has never lost a dogfight and has helped crush every air defense system it has faced. That’s only possible because of the intense, tireless, and risky training this book attempts to describe. In the end, this nation’s triumph in war stems directly from this triumph of training.
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  BLAME IT ON the Blue Angels.




  And Chips. Blame it on Chips, too.




  First, the precision roar of the Blue Angels in their roaring Phantoms made five-year-old Howard dream of jets and yearn toward that wild blue up yonder.




  Then his uncle “Chips” went off to Vietnam. Chips started out piloting a cargo jet—“hauling the mail”—but then jumped at the chance to serve as a Weapons System Officer in the backseat of an F-4 Phantom in the missile-streaked, flak-punctuated skies of Vietnam. Chips had joined the world’s most exclusive and dangerous club as a hotshotting, g-turning, Red Baron, ball-busting, badass. Howard yearned for Chips’s every visit back from the bewildering jungles where the world’s richest, most powerful nation had hurled the most expensive military in the history of the known universe against a bunch of raggedy-ass commies in black PJs to Make the World Safe for Democracy and President Thieu’s cronies.




  Chips got in on the action just as the Vietnam War started turning into a genuine U.S. Air Force disaster. Even worse than Korea—which was bad enough.




  Korea was the first big war of the jets. And it started off bad when the astonished U.S. pilots discovered that the cheap, mass-produced, Soviet-built MiGs could outclimb and outturn their much more expensive, loaded-up, multipurpose Sabers.




  Under the spell of the Strategic Air Command, a nuke-obsessed Air Force had figured that city-destroying strategic bombing would decide all future wars, with giant bombers flying too high for the fighters to reach them. But in Korea, U.S. pilots found themselves trying to hit tactical targets like tanks and troops with planes built to bomb cities. Worse, U.S. pilots soon discovered that the cheap, nimble MiGs could outfly them in a dogfight. Only superior training and flexible doctrine saved them, coupled with the development of improved air-to-air missiles.




  In Korea, the introduction of the Super Saber and superior training and doctrine gradually gave the U.S. and UN forces air superiority. The U.S. flew a million sorties and lost more than 2,000 aircraft, about half to missiles and ground fire, and half to the MiGs. The bloody, swirling clash between jet fighters drove home the air-combat lessons of World War II, which stressed the importance of the pilot. In Korea, 5 percent of the 800 U.S. fighter pilots accounted for 37 percent of the kills in the air; it was about the same in World War II. On the North Korean side, a handful of Soviet pilots, brought in when the U.S. fighter jocks devastated the poorly trained North Korean pilots, accounted for most of the air-to-air kills.




  But despite the hard lessons of Korea, the brass made additional crucial mistakes before the Vietnam War. The four-stars did approve new fighter jets—mostly the muscular, heavyweight F-4 Phantom. But convinced that air-to-air missiles would end dogfighting forever, they took the cannons out of the Phantom and loaded it up with bombs and missiles. They also changed flight training for fighter pilots, stressing the use of missiles and cutting back on air-to-air dogfighting, with its inevitable crashes and collisions. Surely the U.S. edge in high-tech missiles would do away with light, nimble fighter aircraft. We don’t need cannons—who’s gonna get that close?




  So along comes Vietnam.




  And the MiGs were still faster, higher, and more nimble. And they had cannons. Lethal cannons. Worse yet, the U.S. missiles didn’t work that well.




  So the MiG pilots, lightly trained and tightly controlled from the ground, started shooting down Phantoms. Lots of Phantoms.




  The Phantoms spent most of their time bombing—usually close air support, or attempted pinpoint takeouts on bridges, power plants, and small targets. That meant flying through the best air defense system in history, courtesy of the Soviet Union and China, who saw in Vietnam an opportunity to test their tactics and bleed dry their superpower rival. The Strategic Air Command generals didn’t really take that into account. They figured nukes would change everything—transform war. In fact, the nukes didn’t do a damn thing, except rule out a direct U.S.-Soviet war. And Vietnam rapidly deteriorated into an Air Force clusterfuck.




  The politicians immediately ignored the most glaring air war lesson from World War II and Korea: first establish air supremacy. Hitler had ignored this rule when he shifted from blowing up British airfields and radar installations to vent his rage on London, a decision that cost him the Battle of Britain. In Korea the U.S. modified the rule by settling for stalemate when it elected not to go after the Soviet MiGs based in China.




  So every swinging dick in a cockpit knew that in Vietnam, the bombers should have immediately obliterated every runway and surface-to-air missile (SAM) site in the country, and then sunk every Soviet and Chinese ship hauling in SAMs. Instead, the politicians focused on avoiding the kind of escalation of the war they’d provoked in Korea, where millions of Soviet and Chinese troops were drawn into the struggle. That left the pilots to face the most elaborate air defenses in history. And every year the war went on, the defenses got stronger as Soviet and Chinese aid poured in. Initially, the U.S. pilots couldn’t even blow up the SAMs shooting at them without elaborate permission requests up the chain of command to the nitpicking, number-toting, micromanaging White House. The politicians, all safe and cozy in their limos back in D.C., figured they could use bombing as some combination message system and aversion training. So they developed an elaborate rationale for starting and stopping the bombing to get the North Vietnamese to cooperate and play nice. Of course, the North Vietnamese had been struggling for generations and were fighting a holy freaking war of liberation; they used the bombing halts to rebuild their air defenses—with no intention of ever giving up, no matter how many high-explosive messages they received.




  Moreover, the fighter pilots found themselves once again facing superior Soviet fighters, at least initially. The U.S. F-100s Sabers were built for a nuclear war with the Soviets. So was the F-105 Thunderchief, designed to drop a nuclear bomb deep in Soviet territory. They had air-to-air missiles, which the brass figured would eliminate any silly dogfighting by killing the pesky MiGs at long range. Instead, the rules of engagement, the lack of a good lookdown radar, and the lack of long-range radar planes controlling the battle made it easy for the MiGs to lay traps. Even when the U.S. pilots did spot a target on their radars, they often had to get close to within visual range to get permission to shoot. So the frustrated American pilots found themselves forced to get close to the nimble, maneuverable, hard-to-see MiG 17, and later the MiG 21, before they could shoot. And at that point, they discovered, they were too close to effectively use their air-to-air missiles, which only hit their targets about 10 percent of the time anyway. Once again, the brass had sent the pilots into the wrong war with the wrong weapons.




  The F-4 Phantom illustrated the confusion of Air Force design. It was designed to fly long distances hauling bombs and dogfighting along the way, using air-to-air missiles. It was an expensive brute, with big, powerful jet engines that left a smoky trail visible for miles. That made it easy for the small, stealthy MiGs to spot and outmaneuver the Phantom. Lacking cannons, Phantom pilots relied on their air-to-air missiles—the Sparrow, with a theoretical 28-mile range, and the heat-seeking Side-winder for close-in. But these early air-to-air missiles usually missed, which cost many F-4 pilots their lives. So they did what U.S. pilots have always done: they drew on their superior training, creativity, and initiative. The heavy, conspicuous, two-seat Phantom had one great advantage over the lightweight MiG: brute power. Moreover, the backseat bomber and navigator could keep his eyes on the enemy fighter in the spin of battle. The U.S. pilots developed a whole new method of dogfighting based on the skillful use of that power advantage to offset the MiG’s turning advantage. Even so, flying level and straight for the thirty seconds needed to get a missile lock often proved lethal. In the end, the Vietnam War demonstrated the near-futility of ineptly applied air power. Despite the overwhelming U.S. advantage in the air, the North Vietnamese won the war. The U.S. dropped three times as many bombs on Vietnam as the Allies dropped on Japan and Germany combined in World War II. Nonetheless, the bombing had virtually no impact on North Vietnam’s war-making capacity, in part because all of the vital factories manufacturing war material were located in China and the Soviet Union. The war embittered the Air Force, from the generals on down. They maintained that unrestricted bombing in and around Hanoi finally approved in the closing days of the war demonstrated what they could have done if they’d been turned loose in the first place—although that argument ignores the escalation lessons of Korea. By the time the U.S. turned its full attention to Hanoi’s air defenses and supply lines, all America really wanted was to save face and get the hell out of there. So air power over-promised and under-delivered—as it has ever since World War I. Meanwhile, the North Vietnamese shot down 445 Phantoms, 397 F-105 Thunderchiefs, and 243 F-100s, which cost a total of $3 billion. The Air Force lost 2,118 people, plus another 599 missing in action.




  Including, as it turns out, Chips.




  Howard looked forward to his uncle’s brief leaves from the war. He pestered him for stories about flying those awesome jets, but most of the time Chips changed the subject.




  Howard drank in every word, loving his uncle’s stories, his big voice, his easy grace. But Chips wouldn’t talk much about Nam, the topic that most interested Howard.




  In fact, many of the American pilots battled mounting, dangerous frustration. The politicians picked the targets, and the pilots often found themselves repeatedly bombing worthless targets, but forbidden from attacking Soviet ships loaded with crates of SAMs floating in the harbor. In fact, one Phantom pilot nearly got busted for bombing a SAM battery that was shooting at his wingman. Pilots also faced dangerous restrictions on defending themselves against the MiGs. The rules required them to make a visual identification before shooting down a suspected enemy. That meant they had to let the small, maneuverable, cannon-equipped MiGs get within visible range, neutralizing their advantage.




  Once Chips mentioned a mission in which antiaircraft fire damaged his Phantom. “What was it like?” asked Howard.




  Chips abruptly bashed the tabletop several times, startling the boy. “Like that,” he said laughing.




  “Two bits of advice,” Chips added. Howard sat breathless, eager and dry as a sponge.




  “Never fly an airplane whose wings move,” said Chips. “And never fly a Weasel.”




  Then Chips went back to Nam.




  He survived to the end of his tour, then re-upped. Soon after that, he flew a mission over Laos. An antiaircraft battery opened up on the “strike package,” consisting of the bombers and the supporting fighters. Everyone started climbing and diving and bombing and gunning. Chips’s Phantom got hit, and other pilots reported seeing two chutes, suggesting Chips and the pilot got out.




  After that, Chips just vanished.




  Maybe he died in the crash or the jungle landing. Maybe the North Vietnamese got him. Maybe they executed him. Maybe he died in prison.




  There’s all kinds of ways for a pilot to die, not all of them quick.




  Now here’s the weird thing about this story.




  It’s about Howard Hobbday.




  Even though his uncle died, from that day forward all Howard ever wanted to be was a fighter pilot. That’s it. Nothing else. A fighter pilot.




  And it gets worse. When he grew up, he flew Phantoms, outfitted as Wild Weasels. And then, in the fullness of time, he switched to Vipers. That’s an F-16 to ordinary people, or a Fighting Falcon to Air Force publicists. But the pilots call them Vipers, after the fighters in Battlestar Galactica.




  And as any Viper pilot will tell you, the F-16 remains the best god-damned fighter that’s ever been built.




  Single engine. Single seat. Turn itself inside out. Fighter Fucking Jet.




  And there you go.




  Howard—better known as “Doughboy” in the incestuous, insular, competitive world of the F-16 squadrons—has been flying fighters for most of the last twenty years. He’s bombed Iraq in two different fighters; he’s called down death and destruction on Afghanistan. He’s careened sports cars, shredded his marriage, and risked death as a routine. And now he’s at Luke Air Force Base flying across the sun-blasted, sonic-boomed desert outside of Phoenix, training brand new F-16 Viper pilots.




  And the thing is, they’re all just like him—kids who never wanted to do anything but fly fighters. Intense, disciplined, brilliant, obsessive, thrill-seeking—yearning to fly out there beyond the sound barrier at the edge of the envelope, loaded with death and destruction. They want to kill people and break things and be better and quicker and smarter and more dangerous than anyone else anywhere—especially the guy in the next jet.




  So you’ve got to wonder—where do we get these guys? And what does it mean that we produce so many—so eager—so deadly?




  Maybe it seems like a dumb question. Obvious even.




  But after you think about it for a while, and watch them for a while longer, it seems the answer might hold the key—the Secret to Everything.




  Maybe if you can figure out why Doughboy had to be a fighter pilot you’d understand all the important stuff.




  You’d understand the imperatives of being a man—or a woman.




  You’d understand why people get drunk, die for friends, slaughter strangers.




  You’d understand war, the U.S. economy, and the dynamics of empire. Maybe you’d understand why the U.S. spends more money on its defense than the next twelve countries combined—and still the military’s starved for money.




  Maybe you’d even understand Doughboy and the eight young student pilots who not so long ago showed up at Luke Air Force Base determined to become hotshot fighter pilots—in a line stretching back to the Red Baron—or die trying.




  Here’s their story: the costly, dangerous, demanding process of turning bright, brave American kids into fighter pilots, dedicated to “killing people and blowing shit up,” and protecting their country.




  It’s the story of one squadron on one air base for the six months it takes to turn “punks” into no-kidding fighter pilots. It’s the story of the football star, the bush pilot, the surfer dude, the insurance salesman, and the woman who could run all day and keep her mouth shut. It’s also the story of Doughboy and the other instructor pilots, who have fought in every one of America’s wars since Vietnam.




  And whether we have the right to ask it of them.
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  THROUGH THE CANOPY





  JUST LIKE DOUGHBOY, CHRIS PERKINS spent his whole life dreaming about being a fighter pilot.




  So he learned to fly little planes in the Alaskan bush, got a degree in aeronautical engineering, signed up for the college campus training ground for officers, the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC), and so joined the Air Force.




  Heavy-jawed, dark-browed, easygoing, bright, quick, and unflappable, he loved to fly—but he didn’t particularly enjoy the abuse, pressure, and relentless criticism of basic pilot training, which seemed designed more to drive him out of the sky than to perfect his flying skills.




  But basic training was tough.




  And sometimes he wondered whether he had the “right stuff” after all.




  That is, until the night he nearly died.




  He is inbound from a night mission during basic pilot training in New Mexico. He has too much gas in the tank for a landing, so he is flying around burning up gas near the airfield. He climbs a little, then “unloads” the jet, reversing his climb to descend; this creates a cool moment of zero gravity, like the moment at the top of a roller coaster before the plummet. Pilots love this. Pens float in the cockpit. Of course, you’re not supposed to let pens go floating around the cockpit, but you get the point. So Perkins pulls the nose up 15 degrees, hits the speed brake flaps, and then hits the the full-throttle engine surge of the afterburner to consume the extra 400 pounds of gas. He only means to go to .5 g’s, not zero gravity. But he overshoots a little.




  Next thing he knows, he’s rising upward in the cockpit. That’s not right. Then he hears a crash, and shards of the canopy start falling down around him. Somehow his oxygen mask is pushed aside and there’s some kind of fluid or something running across his face. He’s hanging onto the control stick for dear life, looking down at it and feeling like he’s about to shoot up out of the jet. Very strange. Later, he discovers that someone on the ground crew forgot to bolt his ejection seat to the floor; when he shifted to 0 g’s, the seat shot up along its railing and his seatback and helmet broke through the canopy. The shards cut his face, which is now sheeted in blood, obscuring his vision.




  Fortunately, his instinctive pull on the stick brings the nose up, restoring g-forces, and the seat slides back down the railing to the cockpit floor.




  But his problems have just begun. First of all, a chunk of the canopy of the T-38 got sucked into the left engine, and now that engine shimmies violently, shaking the plane like a jeep doing 60 on a washboarded dirt road. The wind is roaring past his face and he’s thinking, “Holy shit, my canopy is gone.” He still can’t figure out what happened. He thinks maybe he hit a bird. “It was total time compression,” he recalls later. “Everything that seemed to take two minutes actually took like two seconds.”




  He shifts into a disaster reflex thanks to a combination of training and temperament. He slows to 300 knots, drops to 12,000 feet, and checks the engines. The left engine’s basically shut down, but he doesn’t want to actually turn it off because he remembers the lights run off that engine and so he might lose them altogether if he shuts it down. He could throw the crossover relay, but he’s afraid that might trigger the same result.




  Instincts take over. “I will maintain control, I will analyze the situation, take proper action, and land as soon as conditions permit,” he tells himself, repeating the mantra of his training. “So you maintain control and figure out what’s happening. It’s vibrating—the engine is fucking itself. So you pull back on the throttle. The vibration goes away. But I’m now on a single engine, and I’ll fall out of the sky if I go less than 250 knots, so I push the right engine back up until I’m just over 250. Make an emergency call because I don’t have a canopy anymore.”




  Only when he goes to make an emergency call does he realize that his mask is gone. He can’t radio. Later, he finds a deep scratch on his helmet that suggests a shard from the canopy ripped away his mask, although he has no clear recollection of the moment. He gropes about and finds the dangling mask and holds it to his bleeding face to make the transmission, calling for emergency clearance to land. Next, he pulls out his flashlight to figure out why he’s short of breath. Obviously, his oxygen isn’t working. He sees his sunglasses on the floor. He can’t figure out how they got there. But in thinking about that, he realizes that his visor has also gotten ripped away. He puts his glasses on to mitigate the windblast through the shattered canopy, but for some reason can’t see through them. So he puts them in his pocket and fumbles for his emergency checklist.




  Now alerted, the air controllers clear the airspace around the crippled jet, waving off other landings and giving him a clear path to an immediate landing. “The radio was going nuts the whole time I was flying back,” he recalls. Except for some reason, he can’t communicate with the tower. He describes everything he’s doing, but gets no answer; he can hear other traffic, but nothing directed to him.




  So he lines up on the closest runway, although it isn’t the runway he had been briefed to land on. As he gets closer, he can see the lights of the fire trucks to the side, and he figures they know he’s coming. But he doesn’t have the steady green light at the end of the runway that tells him he’s cleared to land. “It doesn’t really matter,” he’s thinking, “no way I’m taking this airplane around. Ain’t going to happen.”




  Then he remembers he still has an extra 15 knots of airspeed—and only a 1,000-foot margin of error for coming to a stop on the runway. But he’s afraid to pull back the throttle to slow down, knowing that if he starts to stall he doesn’t have that second engine to speed up again. He’ll have to risk coming in a little too fast. As he nears the runway, he finally gets the green light, and sets down in a textbook landing. He can barely remember the moment the wheels actually contacted earth—just as he can’t remember going through the canopy.




  “As soon as my wheels touched down, I went, like, on emergency ground egress. Roll flaps down to full. Trying to stop the airplane. Stomp on the brakes. The left engine is cooking off again, because there’s no air going through to cool it off. I’m standing on the brakes so hard, thinking if I shut down the left engine now, I won’t have any nose wheel steering if I blow a tire. I have my ejection seat pin in and I start to pull it out, but then I think, ‘I just hit my head on the canopy, do I really want to jump out of this airplane?’ So I’m just going to sit here. Fire engine comes up and shuts me down. You see these firemen come walking up to the jet, and their eyes are like this big around. Here’s this jet, and there is no canopy—just the frame. Visor is down, and blood all over my face and shoulders. I didn’t even know I was bleeding.”




  The fire crew helps him out and checks him out. He spits out little bits of Plexiglas; he’s bleeding pretty good. He’s got a big gash in his shoulder and is turning black-and-blue from elbow to collarbone. He’s a little dis-oriented now, already wondering what he did wrong, thinking they’ll boot him out of the program. So they load him into the ambulance for a dash to the hospital. On the way, the driver suddenly slams on the brakes, and the ambulance fishtails across the road, swerving, nearly rolling over—just missing a terrified deer in the middle of the road. Great. What a night.




  Next thing he knows, he’s getting stitched up and x-rayed, his eyes flushed out.




  And then the wing commander’s standing there. Jesus Christ. The freaking wing commander. Perkins must have screwed the pooch royally. Jesus. He probably did $250,000 in damage to his plane. Some bonehead mistake. He’s toast. Kicked out, four rides from graduation. Suddenly, the group commander’s there as well. Freaking great. “It’s like two in the morning, and there’s the wing commander,” groans Perkins.




  Then the colonel sticks out his hand. “How you feeling, son?”




  “Well, sir, considering, I guess I’m doing all right,” gulps Perkins.




  “I just want to shake your hand and thank you for bringing the airplane back—and tell you I’m glad you get to call your folks back and not me.”




  Oh. Damn. He’s got to tell his mother.




  So he calls them.




  And his mother cries.




  But it’s a funny thing. In a weird way, she worries less after that happened. Like it had reassured her that even if something bad happened, her boy could get the plane home.




  And here’s the thing. It also reassured Perkins.




  Suddenly, he isn’t just a mediocre student bucking a washout.




  It’s like combat. Every unbloodied soldier wonders what he’ll do when the bullets fly. He can train. He can practice. He can psych himself up. But he never knows until the shooting starts. Then he’s either got it, or he doesn’t.




  Now Perkins knows that when everything goes wrong, he won’t panic. He might make mistakes. The engine might blow up. Some frigging MiG might kill him from behind. A buzzard might fly into the intake. He might crash and die. But it won’t be because he doesn’t have the nerves or the guts or the instincts.




  And everyone else knows it too. It’s the same reason the guys with combat stories always get the most deferential hearing in the fighter bars—even if the story revolves around some Air Force clusterfuck. They’ve seen the elephant—and come back with a story.




  It starts later that morning when he drives in, still shaken, with his face bandaged. The private at the gate says, “Hey, you’re the guy.”




  “Yeah, that’s me,” says Perkins, still feeling like he fucked up.




  “Hey, that’s awesome,” grins the airman.




  Everywhere he goes it’s, “Hey, are you the guy?” So even though he finishes basic pilot training somewhere in the middle of the pack of young hotshots who might someday become honest-to-God fighter pilots—one screwed-up ride away from washing out—Chris Perkins finishes with a certain cachet.




  Truth be told, in their heart of hearts the other students envy Perkins for the night he nearly died and instead won a gruff compliment from the wing commander, who normally dices up students and sprinkles them on his corn flakes.




  So Perkins feels almost confident when he gets his orders to report to Luke Air Force Base, where drooly, diapered, dumbass, would-be fighter pilots get stripped down, disassembled, spun, bounced, and stress-tested—before being reassembled into Viper pilots—slit-eyed, ice-cold killers. He has that one slender edge on the other students about to enter the cocoon of the fearsome Emerald Knights training squadron for the six-month F-16 B-course, where they will hopefully metamorphose into Viper pilots.




  He even has a funny story to tell at the bar.




  Unless, of course, Doughboy or one of the other instructor pilots happens to be talking about combat. You know, a real war story. A fighter pilot story.




  2
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  THE MAKING OF AN INSTRUCTOR





  ABOUT THE TIME PERKINS started having his first childish fantasies about flying jets, Doughboy was getting ready to bomb Iraqis—the first time.




  He was about to enter combat—the place where instructor pilots (IPs) are created to mold future generations of clueless, would-be MiG-killers like Perkins.




  Combat. The be-all of being a fighter pilot—the secret handshake and maker of men—the very thing Doughboy had set his childish heart upon in the fear and disbelief of his uncle’s death.




  After Chips died, all Doughboy ever wanted to do was fly a Phantom. “That was my whole mission in life—to fly F-4s.” His dad was a shipyard worker, then a city inspector. His mom was a bus driver. And Doughboy grew up near a Navy base in Virginia. He didn’t really want to live far from home, so he went to Virginia Tech, enrolled in ROTC, and signed up for the Air Force. He served a stint as a pilot of lesser jets, but finally drew the Phantom, an aging workhorse that was being eclipsed by the newer F-15s and F-16s. “I loved it, those Barney Rubble F-4s,” he recalls. He trained at the same base in California where Chips had. The Phantoms had been reduced to the Wild Weasel mission, because they had a backseater to handle the electronics. Despite his uncle’s advice, Doughboy loved Weasel school. “It was awesome. It’s a high-speed chess game—you against the surface-to-air missile. A great blast—lots of hard flying.”




  They shipped him to West Germany in 1989 for the final days of the Cold War. When he got there, he could see the tanks clanking through the streets. By the time he left, they’d pulled the wall down—he left with chunks of the Berlin Wall. In substantial measure, the Soviet Union had simply collapsed under the cost of keeping up with the United States militarily—the cost of putting all those MiGs in the air for Doughboy to worry about.




  The USAF had undergone dramatic changes since Vietnam. The brass had adopted the doctrine of unflinching air supremacy: a determination to obliterate opposing air defenses in the first moments of any conflict. The USAF had invested heavily in a fleet of radar-wielding, central air controllers called AWACS planes (for Airborne Warning and Control System). The AWACS planes are converted airliners that can sweep the skies for hundreds of miles in every direction and direct fleets of bombers and fighters. In addition, the USAF had a host of midair refueling tankers, which allowed the short-range fighters to operate indefinitely anywhere in the world.




  A whole new generation of fighters and bombers had taken to the air. A brilliant, subversive group of fighter pilots known as the “Fighter Mafia” had waged a determined, resourceful bureaucratic war from inside the Pentagon to shame, trick, and manipulate the generals into building a plane designed for pilots. As a result, two nimble, flexible, and lethal planes now dominated the fighter force: F-15 Eagle and the F-16 Flying Falcon—the Viper. Even more revolutionary, the woefully inaccurate gravity-driven “dumb bombs” of Vietnam and earlier wars had given way to the first generation of “smart bombs”: bombs guided by lasers, GPS coordinates, or TV cameras.




  The new era in air power dawned in the closing days of Vietnam, with the destruction of the Paul Doumer Bridge over the Red River near Hanoi, as well as the Thanh Hoa Bridge over the Chu River, both vital links in North Vietnam’s supply chain. In 1965, about 70 planes supported by 10 air tankers in two days dropped about 500 bombs and shot 32 missiles at the bridge, losing five jets in the process. They inflicted only minor damage. Similar efforts over the next seven years had little impact. Mission planners calculated that keeping these two vital bridges shut down would require the full-time efforts of 250 jets.




  Then came “smart bombs,” including one variety guided by a TV camera and another guided by a laser. The TV bomb was a “fire and forget” bomb—a lifesaving quality for a pilot zigging and zagging for dear life. The more accurate laser bomb required the pilot to keep a targeting beam on the target as the bomb fell. A small flight of jets finally knocked out the Thanh Hoa Bridge with five 2,000-pound smart bombs. None of the attacking jets was shot down. A month later, 40 jets attacked the Paul Doumer Bridge. Most attacked the air defenses as 16 Phantoms delivered 29 2,000-pound bombs. Half hit their targets, knocking out the bridge. All told, 37 tons of bombs accomplished in 1972 what 200 tons of bombs could not in 1965. In another striking contrast, 91 percent of the planes attacking in 1965 dropped bombs. In 1972, only 37 percent dropped bombs—the rest targeted the air defenses. As a result, the attackers in 1972 suffered no losses.




  The development of such precision munitions came too late to stave off defeat in Vietnam, but transformed USAF strategy and the role of fighter pilots in subsequent decades.




  The Gulf War provided the first real test of whether the new technology could finally deliver on the promises the Air Force generals had been making for fifty years. And Doughboy would get his chance to make the delivery—in the same type of plane Chips had flown—transformed by nearly two decades of technological upgrades.




  Doughboy’s Wild Weasel Phantom squadron is dispatched to the Middle East as the Coalition gathers itself for the first war in Iraq. He leaves behind his pregnant wife and toddler—the first of many such forced absences. Fliers’ wives have to work out their abandonment issues and learn to raise their families alone during the frequent, long deployments—even in peacetime. Some never adjust.




  But Doughboy is having a blast and getting ready for his war—the war every pilot dreams about during the endless mock dogfights of his career. The base has no bar, so they build a beer tent for the Air Force guys. The military thoughtfully provides Marine guards for the tent, but won’t give the Marines those three beer chits a day. So the pilots take to sneaking the Marines into the beer tent—a potentially career-stunting prank. Of course, no one has time to go to the beer tent once the war starts, because they’re flying around the clock. The only diversion then is to periodically go out and watch the SCUD attacks, as the Iraqis lob their uselessly inaccurate missiles in the general direction of the U.S. forces. “We’d go up on the roof and watch the SCUDs land in the Gulf, and we’d be clapping, ‘A little off, Saddam.’ ”




  On his first combat mission, Doughboy has to choose between following orders and making Air Force history.




  He takes off as the number two jet in a Weasel four-ship (a formation of four planes) providing cover for a flight of F-16s bearing bombs. The F-16s end up aborting, so the Phantoms fly around in a big circle, looking for a surface-to-air missile (SAM) site to kill. After a while, two jets head back to refuel, leaving two Phantoms on patrol. They are just about to call it quits when the AWACS plane directing the action warns them of the approach of two “bogeys,” most likely Iraqi Mirage F1s, one of the better planes in the Iraqi inventory. An actual dogfight looms, although the Weasels are outfitted for killing SAMs with high-speed antiradiation missiles (HARMs) missiles. Usually the F-15 Eagles, with their specialized air-to-air missiles and oversized radars, enjoy the macho glory of killing enemy fighters.




  Doughboy has been dreaming of such a kill for most of his life, although at the moment he’s too busy with the radar, weapons systems, radio, and demands of flying to even register fear.




  “They split, so we split one-versus-one,” says Doughboy. The Iraqi pilots were flying the classic combat strategy for two-ships, trying to flank the enemy. If the maneuver works, the enemy jets must pivot to face one of the approaching jets, turning their backs on the wingman. Instead, Doughboy and his flight lead also split and hurtle toward the approaching fighters. Of course, this exposes them to a possible ambush from some other, undetected pair of Iraqi jets—but they trust the AWACS to warn them.




  Besides, the Iraqis are probably flying blind, crippled by the all-out attack on the Iraqi command and control structure. The Iraqis probably think they’re sneaking up on some fat American bombers they can backstab in a classic fighter maneuver. The Iraqi air force has been trained to fight Soviet style—with flights of fighters rigidly controlled by the ground-based radar. That kind of system can coordinate large numbers of planes flown by even lightly trained pilots. By contrast, the USAF builds its strategy on two-ship units given great autonomy and flexibility. It costs about $4 million to train a pilot to fly effectively in such a formation, when you include the instructors and the flight time in the jet—which averages about $15,000 an hour in the F-16. But it has enormous benefits—as the lopsided air war over Iraq quickly demonstrates. Once the U.S. air strikes cripple the ground-based radars and command system of the Iraqis, the otherwise up-to-date MiGs and Mirages of the Iraqi air force prove all but helpless.




  “Skippy,” the navigations and weapons officer in Doughboy’s back seat “pit,” fires up his air-to-air radar and pings the approaching Iraqi fighter.




  As soon as Skippy’s ping hits him, the Iraqi pilot goes into violent defensive maneuvers. At this moment, Doughboy looks at his gas gauge for the first time. He’s already 2,000 pounds of gas below the level that should have triggered a return to base. Now he’s chewing rapidly through his margin of safety. “So now I’m already eating into my divert fuel. That doesn’t worry me too much—but as I go diving down to follow the Mirage I can see that I’m 20,000 feet above the whole Iraqi Republican Guard.”




  Bad place to run out of gas.




  “The Iraqi guy realizes this is not a good place to be, and he’s leaving. I should have shot him. I could have shot him.”




  But Doughboy has another problem. A general on the watching AWACS plane wants to save all his precious Wild Weasels. He doesn’t want them playing with enemy fighters—let the F-15 Eagles do that. The general needs all the SAM killers he can get. So the general tells the AWACS controllers to order Doughboy and his flight lead to knock it off and break east.




  Doughboy’s flight lead, “Stick,” protests. They can make the kill, he says. But the general insists—as generals tend to do. The AWACS orders them to “turn east immediately,” adding “Hammer directs,” which is the call sign for a general on board. Stick and Doughboy turn east just enough to comply, fighting temptation.




  “Easy shot. I just never got permission. Would have been the last F-4 air-to-air kill. I regret it to this day,” says Doughboy.




  All told, U.S. fighter pilots shot down twenty Iraqi fighters in the opening days of the war. In most cases, the AWACS warned the American fighters of the approaching Iraqis, which gave the Eagle and Viper pilots time to split and stalk and kill the MiGs before the hapless Iraqis ever knew what hit them. Only a few Iraqi pilots took the fight to the Americans—and none of them survived long. With their ground-based command structure crippled, the Iraqis couldn’t match the initiative and flexible tactics of the U.S. pilots, instilled through hundreds of hours in the air at places like Luke.




  The U.S. lost one fighter in air-to-air action, the last F-18 Hornet in a four-ship formation on a bombing run. Flying in the rearmost spot of the formation, in the blind spot of the other jets, he simply dropped off the radio check. They never figured out what happened to him, although one unit on the ground reported seeing a fireball. Maybe a SAM killed him, drawing a bead based on the path of the first plane in the element. Maybe a bold Iraqi fighter slipped in behind the formation and killed him.




  But after the first week, the Iraqi fighter pilots either hid or fled.




  Which left Doughboy and his friends to attend to the important business of blowing the hell out of Baghdad, or at least the key military targets ringing the capital.




  “One night over Baghdad,” he recalls, “we were escorting F-111s,” a costly and controversial swept-wing bomber given a new lease on life as a result of smart bombs.




  Suddenly, one of the F-111 pilots calls out, “We have a MiG 29 in our formation.”




  A MiG? In the formation? So everyone is frantically looking around trying to spot the MiG. The F-111s are flying strung out in the darkness, lights off so as not to bunch up and invite a volley of SAMs. The MiG pilot has wandered into the middle of the formation, obviously clueless in the dark—or he has slipped up from the rear and is waiting to pick them off from behind. “We’ve got so many planes trying to get to this one spot from everywhere—so the sky is just covered with planes,” says Doughboy to Skippy, the weapons officer in the backseat.




  The F-111 pilot yanks the throttle back, so as not to overrun the MiG, which has now disappeared. “Everybody’s in a line, and now they’re yanking around,” says Doughboy, “and I’m thinking, we’re going to have a midair collision in a minute here.”




  Moreover, even if they can get a lock on a suspected MiG, launching an air-to-air missile in the middle of the formation could be disastrous. Fortunately, the MiG simply disappears without taking the easy shot. The Iraqi pilot was probably unnerved to find himself suddenly in formation with a host of American warplanes.




  On the whole, the fog of war probably posed the greatest danger once the early onslaught had scared off the Iraqi air force and crippled the air defenses. As a result of friendly-fire incidents, the USAF inflicted more casualties on ground-based American forces than did any Iraqi jets.




  On the fourth night of the war, Doughboy’s four-ship formation got screwed up on its tanker track. The largely unheralded tankers are a vital and vulnerable element in USAF strategy in a world where U.S. pilots never fight anywhere near their home bases. Fighter jets need gas about once an hour, which means even a normal mission requires four to six midair refuels via a boom trailing behind the tanker. The air tankers, which wouldn’t have a chance against the most pathetic of fighters, orbit at the edge of the battle, protected by F-15s. During the Gulf War, the tanker fleet orbited along set tanker “tracks,” which were burned into the pilots’ brains during the briefings.




  “In the beginning, we really hadn’t figured out the whole tanker issue. So I’m going to the boom to get more gas. It’s pitch black and you’ve never seen so many stars. When the tanker just pulls up the boom, which means we are out of gas.”




  The four jets split up, with Doughboy and his flight lead heading for another tanker track.




  Suddenly, out the window it looks like every antiaircraft gun in the sector is shooting at them. “Skippy, look out the window,” Doughboy says.




  “There’s nothing but tracers—red and orange tracers—from horizon to horizon, with an occasional missile coming up out of it. At 25,000 feet, you’re above most of it—but there’s still the stray magic BB. They’re just throwing up bullets, hoping you get in the way. They had a couple of radars on and we’re just grossly out of gas. But we’re carrying two HARMs and three empty gas tanks. So we find a radar and launch a HARM. I have no idea if it hit. Then I punch off the tanks.”




  When Doughboy punches off the empty fuel tanks, there is a bright flash from the charges that release them. Abruptly lighter, the jet surges.




  “We’ve been hit! We’ve been hit!” yells Skippy.




  “I blew the tanks! I blew the tanks!” screams Doughboy.




  “Jeez. Tell me before you do it,” grumps Skippy.




  “I did. I did,” says Doughboy.




  “Hell you did,” says Skippy.




  This goes on for several minutes as they flew further and further into the antiaircraft artillery (or triple-A) coming up from the ground.




  Doughboy flew twenty-eight combat missions in the first Gulf War.




  One of the most memorable came during a night mission over Baghdad, escorting B-52s, flying down below the bombers to draw missile fire so they could kill the SAMs. “We were leaving, crossing over near Baghdad Airport, when I realize they seem to be shooting in my direction more than a generic up-and-down.”




  Looking out, he sees a roiling orange fireball stationary in the canopy, getting steadily bigger. From the backseat, Skippy says, “Didn’t they teach you that things that don’t move in the canopy are coming up at us?”




  “Yeah, well,” says Doughboy, checking the altitude and trying to decide if he can outclimb it.




  “Don’t you think you ought to be doing some of that pilot stuff up there?” says Skippy politely.




  “Dude, what do you want me to do?” says Doughboy, laughing at Skippy’s twisted sense of humor as he starts to climb.




  A small caliber shell explodes beneath them. “If it had been a bigger shell, it would have killed us,” Doughboy recalls. “But I’m pulling the stick, looking around, and realizing that we’re the last guys out of Baghdad. If you’re the last one out, people get very interested in you.”




  Sometimes the war seems surreal. He remembers another flight, escorting B-52s along the Iranian border, over the oil fields the Iraqis set on fire as they retreated. “Looking down, I could see the silver outline of the Phantoms against that boiling black smoke. It was a vision of hell.”




  Ironically, the second-closest he comes to dying was the night he gets bombed in midair by the B-52s he was protecting. He is flying offset and below the B-52s, watching for any foolhardy SAM operators tempted by the big fat bombers.




  But the bombers have changed targets—without telling the fighters flying cover. Stick, the flight lead, notices that the bombers have veered from their expected path. Any minute now, they’ll be directly over Doughboy. So Stick tells him to come right pronto. Reacting instantly, Doughboy rolls right, looking back as he moves. A moment later, he sees the bombs exploding on the ground directly below the patch of sky he’d occupied the moment before.




  That wasn’t the only time the Americans nearly killed him. Couple of nights later, his flight lead shot a HARM at him. He didn’t mean to. He was shooting at the fleeting signal of a SAM site directly below Dough-boy, who had just turned into the path of the missile. “I could see the missile come off his jet—I could read the lettering. And it goes right over my canopy.”




  “Confirm that’s a HARM,” says Doughboy, his mouth as dry as his humor.




  “Affirmative,” says Stick.




  “Yeah, well, look where you’re shooting.”




  “Where are you?” asks the bewildered Stick, who thought Doughboy was behind him. Instead, Doughboy had steered straight toward the next steerpoint programmed into the jet’s navigational computer.
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