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Dedicated to Suzie, who made this journey possible, and all those members of the Armed Forces and their families with whom we had the extraordinary privilege to serve.


Feathers shall raise men even as they do birds towards heaven.
That is by letters written with their quills.

—LEONARDO DA VINCI


The men and women [of our Air Force] are a national asset, and together we will recommit ourselves to our core values and uphold the highest standards of excellence that have made our Air Force the best in the world.
Our nation deserves nothing less. We will be ready if called upon.

—GENERAL NORTY SCHWARTZ
upon nomination for Chief of Staff
July 22, 2008
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The greatest book has not been written, the fastest train has not been built, the greatest painting has not been dreamed. Go to, young man, go to.

—JACK MCCALMONT
USAF Academy Class of 1973
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The stories in this book reflect my best recollection of events. Some names, locations, occupations, physical properties, and identifying characteristics have been intentionally changed to protect the privacy of those depicted. Other alterations are unintentional, as memory fades.

Aristotle reminds us that “memory is the scribe of the soul,” but the older I get, the more I realize that the ink is not indelible. I’ve done my best to relay events in a way that evokes the feeling and meaning of what was said and what occurred; in all instances, the essence of the dialogue and events described are as accurate as memory allows.

Shortly after I was sworn in as Chief, I celebrated Air Force Week with a speech at Bellevue University in Bellevue, Nebraska. The words I shared that day still resonate within me, cutting to the core of why I embarked on this journey and how much I believe that the future of our great nation depends on others being similarly inspired to do so. To those who have, and those who will, I dedicate this book.

We are going to need young men and women to continue to step forward and say “Send me”—and that applies to every branch of our armed forces. We need people who know that accountability, character, and leadership are the only answers for the demands that we face. We need people who know that the blessings we enjoy come at a price. There are, indeed, some things worth fighting for and they are well worth defending for those who will follow us. We need people who know that the future of a free people will be written by people who serve. And those with honor, integrity, and creativity will justify America’s confidence in us. It all depends on what we do now … and in the days to come.


FOREWORD

by Leon Panetta

Norty is, I believe, one of the finest officers I’ve had the honor to work with. He came at a very critical time in the history of the Air Force, and he responded with incredible leadership in making the Air Force an essential, credible, and capable partner in our national defense.

As a young man, he understood the importance of hard work and dedication to his country, values that led to his decision to serve this nation in uniform. These values have guided him through a distinguished career in both the conventional and special operations communities.

As the 19th Air Force chief of staff, Norty has led the Air Force with tremendous judgment, vision, and honesty. Even though he was planning to retire after his time at TRANSCOM, when he was called upon to help the institution he loves, he accepted the mission. And he always has.

Norty led the Air Force during a period of intense operational demands and evolving strategic and fiscal challenges. He quickly moved to restore confidence in our nuclear enterprise—an absolutely vital component of our national security.

[He was at the helm for] the Libya operation, where the Air Force flew over eight thousand sorties—conducting airstrikes and providing ISR (Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance) and air refueling capabilities to the NATO-led coalition. All of this helped rid the world of a brutal dictator.

In Afghanistan, the Air Force flew more than thirty-three thousand close air support sorties in 2011 alone, in addition to having thousands of airmen serving on the ground. As the ground infantrymen tell me, there is no more comforting sound than jets arriving overhead to help get them out of a jam. Norty worked tirelessly to ensure that those jets would be there.

Norty worked with his teammate, Mike Donley, to help the Air Force prepare for the future—a future that includes the security challenges like cyber, and opportunities to have to deal with fiscal constraints, and opportunities to open up the Air Force to all of those who want to serve their country.

He played a key role in helping craft our new defense strategy. He has put the Air Force on a stronger footing by streamlining the fleet and pushing ahead with key platforms for the future: the Joint Strike Fighter, the new tanker, a next-generation bomber, and new, more advanced remotely piloted aircraft (RPAs).

History will mark the great work that he did on the RPA program, and how he helped get more of this capability into the field. The United States is engaged in a global war on terror, and drone strikes are an effective tool to eliminate militants planning terror attacks on the U.S. I can personally tell you, from my capacity as Director of the CIA and as Secretary of Defense, how essential these operations are to the fight against terrorism.

Norty’s decades in the special operations community all seemed to be leading up to May 2, 2011—the night of the bin Laden raid. We could not have done that raid were it not for the help of Norty’s airmen. And more importantly, as CIA director, I can tell you that we would not have been able to decimate al-Qaeda’s leadership were it not for the great work of those [RPA] pilots. And for that Norty deserves tremendous credit.

Perhaps most importantly, America’s airmen and their families were never far from the minds of Norty and Suzie, who championed numerous support programs that have improved their quality of life.

General Norty Schwartz is a good man, a good friend, a dedicated officer, but more importantly, a great patriot who has truly done his best in protecting the United States of America.


PROLOGUE

It was like a scene out of a Tom Clancy thriller, but not anything I’d ever experienced in real life. I was one of a roomful of top-level generals attending our June 2008 Air Force Corona conference when, one by one, every Blackberry in the room sounded an alert—a true “WTF” moment. The SECDEF (secretary of defense) had just relieved both the secretary of the Air Force and its chief of staff. Six fully functional W-80 nuclear warheads had mistakenly been loaded in AGM-129 cruise missiles, mounted on a B-52H bomber, and flown across the United States. None of the pilots, flight crew, weapons handlers, or security personnel had any idea they were dealing with live nukes. The bottom line was that they had lost track of six nuclear weapons for thirty-six hours, which was absolutely unacceptable.

Just a few months earlier, four MK-12 forward section reentry vehicle assemblies, used on Minutemen ICBM (intercontinental ballistic missile) missiles, had been inadvertently shipped to Taiwan instead of battery packs that were to be used in Taiwan’s fleet of UH-1 Huey helicopters. They were eventually recovered, but it revealed a serious problem with nuclear-related inventory management. In two prior assignments I had been heavily involved in our nuclear mission, where anything less than doing it right and doing it well is intolerable.

The outgoing Chief had also been at odds with Secretary Gates over war-fighting expenditure priorities, refusing to back down on the need to spend more on the F-22 advanced fighter program, whereas Gates saw the future in expanding the role of remotely piloted aircraft (often referred to as “drones”) and prevailing in the ongoing fights. The Air Force was struggling on many levels, and we all understood that one of us in that room would be selected to replace the Chief and become the highest ranking officer in the Air Force—a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and military advisor to President George W. Bush—charged with the challenge of turning things around.

I had a few ideas of who that might be, but Schwartz was not one of the names on my list. The paperwork for my retirement was already approved, and all eighteen prior chiefs had been either fighter or bomber pilots. I was neither.

The following day was my wedding anniversary, and Suzie and I celebrated with a special night out. Dinner was delicious, but “dessert” was unforgettable. It came in the form of a phone call from Admiral Mike Mullen, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on behalf of the secretary of defense.

“Norty, the president would like you to be the next chief of staff.”

So much for those retirement papers.

But what an honor, not to mention opportunity. As the first chief of staff chosen from the special operations rather than the fighter/bomber community, my challenge would be to return vigor to all the processes and missions with which we had been entrusted. I’d have to institute rigorous accountability and refocus our priorities to prove ourselves completely worthy of America’s trust. General Merrill “Tony” McPeak, one of the prior chiefs, said that “feigned indifference” is part of the job specification. If such be the case, then history will judge me harshly—I’m just not that good an actor. There was not an ounce of my being that felt indifferent about the trust and confidence the president showed in me by this appointment, nor about the overwhelming responsibility that I felt to use this opportunity to transform the recent fiascoes into significant, far-reaching enhancements that would benefit our Air Force—and our country—for many decades to come. I was inspired and ready to get to it!


Introduction

MY TWO MISTRESSES

I must admit that I, like others in our business, had two mistresses. One was Suzie, and one was the military mission. Often my attention to the latter poorly served the former, but in every instance, Suzie understood—sometimes grudgingly—the reason for my sense of mission.

I grew up without a mother at home, and my father was not always the most supportive of individuals. He meant well, but he had a difficult time expressing it. He was demanding and had high expectations in terms of performance in school, behavior, etc. There was never any doubt that if I failed to live up to his expectations, the consequences would not be pleasant. He was proud that I went to the Air Force Academy and ultimately did very well, but I can’t recall a single time that he actually told me so. When I married “out of the faith,” Dad seemed to take it as a personal affront. He refused to attend our wedding and wouldn’t have much to do with Suzie. It was awkward and regrettable.

Suzie and I had been married almost twenty years when we decided that enough was enough. Dad was getting up there in years and we had just learned that I was being promoted to lieutenant (three-star) general. We drove from Washington to my hometown of Toms River, New Jersey, and headed for the house to give Dad the great news. We arrived to find him sitting in his old Barcalounger like he usually was (by now it was worn to bits) as if he hadn’t moved an inch in twenty years. “Hey Dad, guess what? We’re getting promoted to lieutenant general.”

He leaned back, cranked his head and fired back, “You know, Nort, you are no Omar Bradley.”

I didn’t know quite what to say. “No shit, Dad,” I finally answered. “Isn’t it a great country?” I caught the tiniest hint of a smile on his face for about a millisecond and then it went away. No doubt he was proud, but he was manifestly unable to show it. By the time I became a four-star he had passed away.

But sometimes family dysfunction leads to unexpected outcomes—exciting uncharted paths—and that’s exactly what happened in our case. The Air Force became my home; it gave me a sense of community and purpose and a sense of worth that might have come from family but didn’t, because of circumstances.

This book is the account of my term as the wartime U.S. Air Force chief of staff under Presidents Bush and Obama, and the journey that led me to such a humbling honor.

Far more than that, it’s a book about leadership, in which I’ll share specific lessons and original insights that will broaden the management arsenal of any leader. Unlike the military memoirs and leadership guides we’ve seen so many times before, it’s a story about breaking the mold, flying in uncharted airspace, and how I overcame my own personal deficits to achieve success.

It’s a book about battles—from Iraq to the Pentagon, Afghanistan to Congress.

It’s about pushing the limits—in an era of diminishing budgets and fewer resources, finding inventive new ways to fuel the furnace of innovation and supercharge the engine of inspiration.

It’s about controversial new technologies that give us the decisive edge in highly contested environments and allow us to prevail in all domains; recapitalizing our aging fleets with satellites and aircraft; and building new capabilities in cyber warfare. Many believe that my greatest legacy will be the “drone” program. It’s a contentious topic and I’ll get into why I’m such a staunch advocate in spite of all the controversy.

Most importantly, it’s about teamwork—teamwork in the workplace, and the unique partnership between Suzie and me. The reality is that I would not have been half as successful had it not been for Suzie’s passion and her kicking me in the rear and nudging me on those many occasions when I was reluctant to act. Without her motivation, inspiration, and insights, I would never have made it to Chief. She and I are justifiably perceived as a team, and I don’t believe that is the case to the same degree with my predecessors or successors.

Suzie also took important independent action that led to a cultural transition from the traditional military spouse to the modern one. She cornered Donald Rumsfeld at a party to share why she believed a recent policy change of his was “just plain stupid,” and ambushed a three-star general on the Pentagon’s Air Staff to persuade him to do something about the impractical and uncomfortable dress skirts female airmen were forced to wear. Early on we agreed that she could do whatever she wanted (without having to clear it through me) as long as it was for the betterment of the airmen, their families, and the Air Force—but not for us, and never personal. Outspoken, direct, and sometimes a bit loud, her style is unique and in direct contrast to my soft-spoken demeanor. Suzie stops at nothing to blast through the bureaucracy and defend what’s right for the airmen and their families. She’s a rock star, and this book is as much about her as it is about me. That’s why many of our stories will be told from both of our perspectives. Suzie’s will be indicated by italics, and she will have a dedicated chapter of her own.

I’ve never been a believer in either saying or doing something in the interest of political correctness, and I’m not about to do that now. When I first sat down to contemplate how I wanted to approach this book, I asked myself what I could do in order to impart the greatest value to the readers. The word that kept reoccurring was candor. As a young lieutenant colonel at the National War College I prepared a paper on how the armed forces as an institution has not been very good in holding ourselves accountable and policing ourselves. I named names (often of superior officers) without regard for the fallout or potential detriment to my career. I did what I thought was necessary to stimulate debate and effectuate change. That same directness will be evident throughout these pages, and that includes personal disclosures that might not present me in the most favorable light. For starters, I’ve never disclosed how I grew up without a family to speak of and how this affected the choices I made. But I will do so now, in hopes that such openness will shed light into who I am and hit home with many readers who are struggling to transcend dysfunctional family issues of their own.

I’m often asked whether I always had my sights set on Chief, and if so, what kind of master plan I used to realize this goal. While there is certainly a prescribed order of ascension in the aviation specialty, I think serendipity played as much a part of my success as anything else. Yet that serendipity allowed me to deviate from the norm and become an outsider who could chart his own course. This wasn’t by design, but it’s how it played out. Despite having proficiency, it’s very difficult to be noticed if you continue to swim with the rest of the pack. In many ways, I was better accepted by the Army than I was by the Air Force because my credentials as a trusted special operator were recognized and appreciated by people of reputation in the Army. I was a known commodity by much of the Army leadership, but it sent up red flares in the minds of many Air Force peers and seniors.

My service in our Air Force was profoundly influenced by my five tours in the special operations community. We worked hard to develop the tactics, techniques, and intelligence capacities to be able to execute a Desert One–like mission successfully. It took thirty years to create the world’s finest special operations capability—one that could actually take down bin Laden despite significant, unanticipated challenges. They were well trained enough, well equipped enough, and sufficiently resilient enough to adapt. How we got to that place is a phenomenal story of the evolution of U.S. special operations. I was part of that journey, and it serves as the backdrop for this book. Had I not experienced the intensity of the special operations mission, associated with an assortment of remarkable joint teammates, and earned a reputation as being a “SOF warrior,” I would never have had the opportunity to lead in our Air Force.


Chapter One

WE DON’T CHEW GUM ON HOT MIC

JUNE 1965–DECEMBER 1977

June of 1965 was blistering hot in my home town of Toms River, New Jersey, yet long stretches of Old Freehold Road looked like they were covered with snow. With a temperature of ninety-three degrees, of course it wasn’t snow. It was chicken feathers. Even at age fourteen, I saw those chicken feathers as a tremendous opportunity.

By the mid-1950s New Jersey had become the top egg-producing state in the country, with over twelve thousand family-owned egg farms producing more than 485 million eggs a year. Jewish immigrants from Russia, Poland, Germany, and elsewhere in Europe were able to escape anti-Semitism in their own towns and start a new life in America by building chicken farms. A $2,000 loan would finance five acres of land, a house, chicken coops, and enough chickens to turn a profit. Between the low cost of land and the nearby markets of Philadelphia and New York, many settled in the southeastern New Jersey town of Toms River.

School was out for the summer, and a new Stuart Whitman movie was about to open at the Community Theater, just a few blocks from my house. Saturday matinees had just been bumped to thirty-five cents—sodas another dime—but I sure did want to see that film. We were not a wealthy family, so the only way that I could see it was if somehow I could make the money myself.

I was confident that I’d find someone to hire me in a door-to-door canvass of the neighborhood, but I’d have to make a great first impression. I donned my nicest dress shirt and a fresh pair of cotton slacks—the ones usually reserved for the Sunday school classes I’d attended since first grade—and I hiked from farm to farm in search of work. The Robinsons, Spielers, Epsteins, Rosses, Zwickels—all very polite, but none in need of help. “You be sure to tell your dad hello for us,” they would say as I thanked them and turned away. Dad was highly respected in the Jewish community, a founding member of our synagogue and its third president. He was later president of the United Synagogues of America. They all knew Si Schwartz, and he was never shy about letting you know it.

I’d been at it all day (completely forgetting to break for lunch), and dinnertime was rapidly approaching. Showing up late for dinner—or late for anything at my house—was not an option, regardless of the veracity of the excuse. I knocked on the front door of the Rosenkrantz farmhouse, my throbbing feet threatening to pop the laces of my stiff dress oxfords. Job or no job, this would be my last house of the day. I knocked harder, then turned to leave. I was halfway down the gravel driveway when a heavily accented voice emanated from inside the garage. “Over here,” called Mr. Rosenkrantz.

I headed toward the garage and approached the short, balding man hunched over his workbench. A wisp of thick gray smoke curled up from the pipe extending from the corner of his mouth. “Damn transistor,” he muttered. Then he slammed the red paperback-sized radio into the sheet of Masonite that comprised the work surface, prompting the voice of Phil Rizzuto to blare from the tiny speaker. “Did you see that? Unbelievable!” bellowed the Yankee sportscaster.

“Sir, my name is Norty Schwartz, and I need a job,” I said, for what seemed like the fiftieth time that day. Without answering, he took a deep puff, reached into a lime-green refrigerator perched adjacent to the workbench, and withdrew four eggs. He handed them to me.

“Now put them in order,” he said, just as serious as if he’d instructed me to defuse a bomb. I wondered if this was some kind of joke, but I did as he asked—carefully laying them out, smallest to largest.

“Be here at six tomorrow morning,” he said with a nod, concluding the strangest job interview I’ve ever had in my life. I had just been hired as an “egg sorter.” For the next three months, I would make fifteen cents an hour sorting eggs by size: small, medium, large, and jumbo. Maybe it wasn’t the most mentally challenging of careers, but at that moment I felt like I’d been drafted by the Dodgers.

There’s a certain sense of pride that comes from a successful accomplishment realized by having given it your all. And it’s infectious. The more I felt it, the more driven I became to do more, to be more. I had felt it eighteen months earlier when—shortly after my thirteenth birthday—I stepped up to the bimah and stood before the congregation of my synagogue, looked down at the ornate Hebrew passages handwritten on the Torah scroll before me, and began to chant the same passages that my ancestors had been reciting for thousands of years. That was the first time I’d “flown solo” in front of a large group. Well over a hundred congregants packed the seats of Congregation B’nai Israel, not to mention my friends and family that had joined to help celebrate my bar mitzvah—the traditional Jewish coming-of-age ritual—after which I would be considered an adult according to Jewish law. From that point forward I would be responsible for my own actions and held accountable for my own ethical and moral obligations.

Some older friends had confided in me how terrified they were standing up there, a few to the point of completely blanking out—the boxy abjad symbols totally unrecognizable to them. But I had this. I had studied hard for over three years and I knew my stuff. I lifted a few strands of tzitzit (knotted fringe) dangling from the four corners of my tallis (prayer shawl), kissed them, then touched them to the passage I was about to read. “Bar’chu es Adonai …” I began to chant, in a voice that was still changing. Preparation begets confidence. I knew it then, and I knew it twenty years later when I would proudly represent our country in Pentagon briefings broadcast live to worldwide audiences in the tens of millions.

While I might not have felt like an adult when the ceremony was completed, I did hold my head a little higher and I felt great about myself, and that was exactly how I felt when I ran home to tell Dad the great news about my new job at the Rosenkrantz farm.

I grew up without a mother at home, and my only female role models growing up were June Cleaver, Harriet Nelson, and a stern yet kind German martinet named Erna Melde. Between the long hours Dad put in at Charney’s—his small office supply store—and the longer hours he spent on his philanthropic causes and synagogue business, he was seldom at home. It was really Erna who raised my older brother Joel and me. Erna cooked for us, she taught us how to tie our shoelaces, how to dress, how to keep our rooms, and how to behave at the table. She was organized and disciplined, and she expected us to act accordingly. In most cases, we did.

It was a good summer, representative of my formative years growing up in Toms River. In addition to sorting eggs, I mowed lawns, raked leaves, and pitched in to help Dad as a stock clerk at Charney’s. If you ever need advice on which ribbon to choose for your Royal Aristocrat manual typewriter, I’m your go-to guy. (A standard half-inch black/red on a two-inch spool will fit the bill.) Working hard became the norm from as early as I can remember, but you’re not going to hear me complain about it. I have always loved the sense of accomplishment that accompanies the broken sweat of a job well done. A solid work ethic ranks high on the list of my most cherished takeaways from Toms River.

I also got to see that new movie, Those Magnificent Men in Their Flying Machines. No wonder I had wanted to see it so badly. From an early age I was enamored with anything having to do with flying. I was glued to the TV when John Glenn became the first American to be launched into orbit, and every bit as fascinated with the first Gemini flight in March of 1965. Like almost every kid growing up during that time, I secretly fantasized about someday becoming an astronaut. Lakehurst Naval Air Station was only ten miles away and Dad would take us to the air shows there. Lakehurst was the center of early airship development for the United States. It housed many blimps before, during, and after World War II, but its biggest claim to fame took place on May 6, 1937, when thirty-six people died as the German airship Hindenburg burst into flames as it attempted to dock with its mooring mast.

I’ve always enjoyed sports, even though I consider myself to be a very average athlete. I’m not big, not fast, and my natural ability is average. Fortunately none of that mattered in the backyard of 42 Park Street, where Joel and I would hone our skills in impromptu games of wiffle ball—just the two of us, with that long, thin plastic bat—and my, how I could curve those pitches with the oblong holes cut out of that lightweight plastic wiffle ball.

I had always been a Dodger fan, but never more than that year. The Dodgers made it all the way to the World Series, and my idol—Sandy Koufax—was slated to pitch the opening game. But he had a problem. The game fell on October 6, which just happened to be the Jewish high holiday of Yom Kippur, a day on which Jews are forbidden to work. Koufax was not a particularly observant Jew, yet there was never a question in his mind that he would stick to his convictions and refrain from even attending the game, let alone pitching in it. The Dodgers lost that game, but they battled back to clinch the Series with Koufax taking the mound in three of the remaining six games, pitching a shutout in the deciding game seven, and being named the Series MVP. Many don’t remember that it was Twins who lost that Series, far less that it went seven games. But very few baseball fans are unaware of the story of how Sandy Koufax refused to pitch on Yom Kippur. My idol made an indelible impression on fourteen-year-old me about holding true to one’s convictions, and about doing what’s right.

A few years later, I became president of our local chapter of United Synagogue Youth, a Jewish organization committed to learning, community service, and social interaction. While I am far from observant these days, I have no doubt that my value set and moral compass were deeply ingrained within me by my years of Sunday school study and active participation in USY. Jewish tradition teaches us to live our lives in keeping with a concept called derech eretz. It’s so central to our foundation that it precedes the Torah. It’s a roadmap that charts our path toward behaviors that are righteous and just. In a broad sense it’s as simple as the Golden Rule, and it certainly transcends any particular organized religion. I think this had a lot to do with my decision to join the military, an institution that encourages its members to serve others selflessly and gives them a sense of community, purpose, and belonging to something larger than themselves. I needed this, and I believe it’s central to why I felt so comfortable with the military culture from day one.

I played a little baseball in high school, but far more significant was my time on the Toms River football team. Believe me, this had nothing to do with my great talent—in fact, far more of my game time was spent warming the bench than it was on the field. But it didn’t matter—I was still a Toms River Indian and I would give it 500 percent. I fought hard to get there (another battle with Dad, who felt that tackle football was too dangerous for me), and I savored every minute. Coach Ron Signorino had considerable influence over all of us in ways that weren’t immediately obvious or in ways that really related to playing football. He drummed in the importance of discipline and preparation, and he wasn’t just referring to football. He had standards he believed in—character building and so forth. He was an important influence in my early days, as are coaches in many sports for kids. He was my primary mentor in high school and played an important role in my becoming the man I am today.

I couldn’t wait for Saturday late mornings. We would start with a bit of gamesmanship, waiting in our locker room until well after the visiting team was out on the field, then we would race out and wend our way through their stretches and warmup drills. Our mascot was a senior dressed as an Indian. Just before the game was about to begin, he would charge onto the field riding a horse and brandishing a spear, then head for the opposing team’s bench and hurl the spear into the ground in front of them. The crowd would explode and it was game on!

[image: image]

1968 was a memorable year for the Toms River Indians, in no small part due to coach and mentor Ron Signorino. Schwartz personal collection

Coach Signorino positioned me as what he called “monster”—an outside linebacker, essentially. On one occasion during a pre-season game against Rancocas Valley High School, I attempted to tackle their oversized running back, and I bounced off him like a maroon-and-white pinball hitting a turbo bumper. It was Franco Harris, the number-one draft pick for the Pittsburgh Steelers, who would go on to become a Hall of Fame superstar that The Sporting News would list as number 83 of the 100 Greatest Football Players. (Coincidentally, my jersey number was 83 for the Indians—but that was the extent of the similarity.) “Nice hit,” he told me after the play.

1968 was an outstanding year for the team. We went 9–0 and won the Shore Conference Class A title that year, with quarterbacks Drew Altans and Rip Scherer taking the snaps. Rip went on to coach for the Carolina Panthers and Cleveland Browns, and he’s now the assistant athletic director for football at UCLA.

My question was what I was going to do with the rest of my life. Joel was already in college at Columbia University, so I had to either get a scholarship or go to work for two years, which we had planned to do. I met with my high school guidance counselor for some advice.

“Norty, have you considered Annapolis?” he asked, fully aware of my love for aviation. “Perhaps you can fly for the Navy, and it’s a full scholarship.” This was long before Tom Cruise became a Top Gun for the Navy, so it really wasn’t something I had thought about. But I sure liked the thought of earning my flight wings. “For any of the service academies, besides the actual application you have to be nominated for the appointment,” he continued. “This can be by your congressman, senator, the vice president, or even the president. But I have to tell you that it’s very, very competitive, and the number of requests far outnumber the available slots—so let’s talk about how we can make this happen for you, Norty.”

I left his office and kicked into high gear, ultimately scoring an appointment with Congressman William Cahill. But just as when I went door-to-door in search of employment as a young teen, I knew that I would have to impress the elder politician, who was serving his sixth term in Congress and running for governor of New Jersey (an election that he would win just a few months later).

It was always somewhat awkward when I asked my dad for anything, and this time was no different. He was thrilled with my decision to apply to Annapolis, but to ask him to pay $99 for a kid’s suit was pushing it—serious money in those days. It was late evening when I approached his Barcalounger and showed him the newspaper ad I had cut out. “Dad, we’re talking about my entire future here, and this suit will really, really make a difference in that interview.” He studied that ad like his life depended on it, then shocked the hell out of me.

“Norty, I couldn’t agree with you more. Meet me there at noon tomorrow and let’s have them fit you up. Wouldn’t want you to meet the congressman with a baggy vest, now, would we?” I don’t know whether that suit made any difference with Congressman Cahill’s decision, but it sure made me feel good during the interview. The congressman seemed particularly impressed that I played ball for Ron Signorino, which says a lot more about the coach’s esteemed reputation than it does about me.

The good news is that I received his nomination. The bad news came in the form of a letter I received from the Admissions office: After much consideration, we regret to inform you that we are unable to offer you admission to the United States Naval Academy. This year’s application pool was especially … Those few words came terrifyingly close to destroying any real hope I had of becoming a pilot … except for one remaining long shot. Despite not really knowing where Colorado was, much less Colorado Springs, I had also asked Congressman Cahill, very late in the game, for a nomination to the Air Force Academy.

One might assume that the story ends with him agreeing to that nomination, and my subsequently getting accepted to Air Force, but that’s not how it played out. The problem was that Cahill had already selected an athlete from an adjoining town to receive his nomination to the Air Force Academy. The best that he could offer me was “first alternate,” which did me about as much good as if I’d come in a close second in a presidential election. I shored myself up to accept that fact that I just wasn’t meant to fly—or for that matter even attend college at that time. I would work for a few years and see how the family finances were when Joel graduated from Columbia.

Then the phone rang. “Sir, this is Congressman Cahill’s office calling. The congressman would like me to let you know that his primary candidate for the Air Force Academy was unable to pass the entrance physical, so he would like to extend the nomination to you.” It turned out his original choice had a bad knee, which was bad enough to keep him from the Academy, but not bad enough to keep him from ultimately becoming a Division 2 All American. For me, it was a stroke of good fortune, and that was the beginning of a long career of service in the Air Force.

I have no idea whether I would have enjoyed the same success had I gone Navy, but I consider it an immense stroke of luck that I was rejected by Annapolis. It’s the one event that set my entire Air Force journey in motion.

Throughout my career, the puzzle pieces seemed to fall into place, putting me at the right place at the right time. Call it luck, call it good fortune. Whatever it is, I learned never to disregard its significance.

*   *   *

On June 23, 1969, Joe Frazier TKOed Jerry Quarry in the eighth round to win the world heavyweight boxing title; Warren E. Burger was sworn in as U.S. Supreme Court chief justice by retiring Chief Justice Earl Warren; and I raised my right hand and took the Oath of Allegiance to support and defend the Constitution of the United States and to faithfully discharge my duties as a cadet in the United States Air Force Academy.

Less than twenty-four hours earlier, I had tossed my solitary suitcase into the trunk of Dad’s well-traveled Dodge sedan, slid onto the passenger side of the long vinyl bench seat, and never looked back as Dad pulled away from the only house I had ever known. He and I didn’t really speak much during the hour and a half drive through the lush, green pines and oaks lining the two-lane highway that cut through the peaceful New Jersey countryside, but my mind flashed back to the many heated discussions we’d had around the dinner table. Vietnam was a constant topic of conversation, and lively debates surrounding foreign affairs and national security were frequent.

U.S. combat deaths in Vietnam had topped the 33,629 men killed in the Korean War, and Walter Cronkite grimly shared the details of an encounter known as the Battle of Hamburger Hill. After U.S. forces took the hill, the U.S. commander had ordered them to abandon their positions, allowing the North Vietnamese army to move back in and recapture the hill, completely unopposed. Forty-six members of the 101st Airborne were killed and another four hundred wounded. Senator Edward Kennedy called it “senseless and irresponsible,” and that was one point on which Dad, Joel, and I certainly agreed. We questioned whether we could ever really win the war with our military alone, and just what impact all the heavy bombing was having on our international perception.

Our family had misgivings about the conduct of the war, but never about those who fought. The same could not be said about so many others at the time. A hundred thousand anti-war demonstrators had marched on New York City. In October, the “Vietnam Moratorium” would find a million Americans participating in sit-ins and protest rallies across the United States. This was a far cry from the way Americans had banded together to support our soldiers during prior wars. That’s how it was in August of 1942, when Dad walked into a Philadelphia recruiting station and enlisted in the U.S. Army. His military career was short-lived, but he did earn a battlefield commission as a second lieutenant. He respected those who put their lives on the line to safeguard our liberties, and he made sure that we knew the difference between having issues with the politicians who decided which causes warranted our nation’s intervention and the brave warriors who’d be carrying out those orders.

With all of our discussions about the war, not once did we address the elephant in the room. The reality was that if all went well for me at the Academy, I’d emerge a second lieutenant in the U.S. Air Force and potentially be inserted directly into the eye of the storm. True, I had misgivings about the war itself, but there was never any question that my future would rest in success at the Academy and being afforded the opportunity to serve my country by earning one of the limited combat pilot slots. It would be a “show-me” scenario and I tried to steel myself for the challenge. Frankly, I was glad to be leaving Toms River and incredibly grateful for the opportunity. I would give it my best shot and never take it for granted.

Before I knew it we were on the Walt Whitman Bridge, crossing the Delaware River with the Philadelphia skyline coming into view beyond the tall green towers supporting the suspension cables. Dad followed the signs to the Philadelphia Airport and I could feel my adrenaline kick in—more excitement than nerves—as he pulled to a stop beneath the red and white TWA sign. He waved off the skycap and removed my bag from the trunk. “Just take it one day at a time and you’ll do fine,” he said, handing me the airline ticket.

“Thanks, Dad. Take care,” I responded. Then we shook hands and went our separate ways. A few hours later I was enjoying the in-flight meal onboard a 727 en route to Denver, then I changed planes for the short skip to Colorado Springs, where I spent my very last night as a civilian watching TV in my tiny room at the Ponderosa Motor Inn with many other cadet candidates.

*   *   *

“From now on, you will not speak unless spoken to, and when you do speak, the only sound coming out of your mouth will be one of the seven basic responses: ‘Yes, sir. No, sir. No excuse, sir. Sir, I do not know. Sir, I do not understand. Sir, may I ask a question? Sir, may I make a statement?’” The tall, immaculately groomed upper-class cadet barked the instructions at the top of his lungs. His crisp blue officer’s uniform commanded respect.

The Air Force bus chugging down Interior Drive toward the Academy was packed with a hodgepodge of cadets-to-be, some shell-shocked at the instantaneous transition from the genial host who had welcomed us on board from outside the bus. One wise-ass actually snickered—big mistake. The cadet officer got into his face, even though the words were meant for us all. “If you choose mediocrity, do not insult the Long Blue Line by exiting this bus once we arrive. If you are not a person of absolute integrity, do not get off this bus. If you are not willing to sacrifice your life for your country, stay on this bus and we will gladly transport you off these grounds. If you accept ‘just getting by’ as your personal standard, do not, under any circumstances, get off this bus.” By this point he was at a fever pitch, veins bulging from his neck, his words literally spraying the wise-ass in the face. “But if you are ready to dedicate your life to something greater than us all, to selflessly develop yourself as a warrior and to fight for our great nation, then pick up your bags and GET OFF THIS BUS! But stick together, because you absolutely … will not … successfully complete cadet training … on … your … own!”

A handful of my fellow “basics” were already hunting for their ejection seat handles, but I was fired up. This was all that I had signed up for and more. It had never been so clear to me that I had made the right decision. Of the 1,406 cadets entering the Academy that day, only 60 percent of us would make it to graduation.

*   *   *

I arrived at the Academy upbeat and optimistic—some might even say naive or delusional—that the skepticism and rebelliousness of the sixties would be left behind once the bus passed through the main gate. The truth was that the institution I was about to enter—the Academy in the micro sense, but the entire U.S. Air Force (if not all of our military)—was in the midst of a metamorphosis of its own. Recent scandals had rocked the Academy. In 1965, 109 cadets were expelled in a cheating ring, another thirty-three in 1967, and a very small segment of our graduates believed the diplomas they would be awarded at graduation were in fact one-way tickets to a death sentence in Vietnam. I hadn’t even completed my first week when the cadet wing commander stood up at noon mess and announced the death of Captain Gary Brunner, class of ’66, whose C-130B had taken off from Tan Son Nhut, Vietnam, on a resupply mission to the Special Forces camp at Kontum when its port wing was hit by quad .50 caliber antiaircraft fire. His Herc spun to the ground from three thousand feet, killing the entire crew.

Whenever a graduate died in the line of duty, the name would be read in front of the entire cadet wing at lunch in Mitchell Hall. All three thousand cadets would stand and softly sing the third verse of the Air Force Song in tribute. By the time I graduated, there had been hundreds of such recitals. While each of us had nothing but respect for those who made the ultimate sacrifice, such was certainly not the case with everyone outside the military. Anti-war sentiment was far-reaching, and unlike the heroes’ welcome rightfully showered upon returning World War II vets, it was not uncommon for Vietnam soldiers and airmen to be spat upon and insulted.

The good news was that the tide had begun to turn. A few years before my arrival, Colonel Robin Olds had taken over as commandant of cadets, entrusted with the daunting task of restoring morale. If anyone could do it, he could. The fighter pilot triple-ace was a maverick notorious for bucking the system—but an inspirational motivator and electrifying leader. Well known for his extravagant handlebar mustache that defied Air Force grooming regulations, he was bold, brash, flamboyant, yet always approachable—a leader the wing would instantly rally behind.

Not long after his arrival, the Air Force decided to honor those Academy graduates serving in Southeast Asia by placing a decommissioned F-105 on static display at the northeast corner of the Terrazzo, the pavilion in the cadet area. This was a very big deal, and the dedication ceremony would include a number of dignitaries, Air Force officials, and the entire cadet wing assembled in parade formation. The press was well represented to capture the speeches and festive celebration, which culminated in a low-altitude, high-speed flyover by four F-105s, known as “Thuds,” in diamond formation. The cadets erupted in cheers, a perfect climax to a perfect day … until all hell broke loose.

The four Thuds looped around to make a second pass, this time approaching in single file from the east. The lead hit the burners and pulled away from the others, dropping down to about one hundred feet. As it silently sped by, a visible shock wave radiated from its nose. Then boom! First the deafening sound of the sonic boom. Then breaking glass from all directions. The entire glass façade of Vandenberg Hall shattered from the north. Ditto Mitchell Hall from the south. Shattered glass rained down from all directions. In less than five seconds, over three hundred windows had burst, and chaos ensued. Cadets broke formation and ran in all directions; dignitaries sought protection from the shower of shrapnel.

The cadet wing commander, Ralph “Ed” Eberhart, restored order while the injured were being treated. (Thirty-three years later, General Ed Eberhart would step up to the plate once again, this time as NORAD (North American Aerospace Defense Command) commander during 9/11. Twelve years after that, he would be the first to offer me new office space following my retirement.) The following day the front page of the Chicago Tribune read “SONIC BOOM INJURES 15 AT AIR ACADEMY.” Coincidentally, that’s the same day Commandant Olds was promoted to brigadier general.

General Olds was far from the only legendary role model at the Academy. In August of 1970, Lt. General Albert Patton “A. P.” Clark became the Academy’s sixth superintendent. The first uniformed U.S. pilot captured by the Germans in World War II, General Clark was instrumental in planning and implementing all the escape activity from Stalag Luft III, including the renowned “Great Escape” made famous in the Steve McQueen/James Garner movie of the same name.

Like so many of the great leaders I would encounter at the Academy, General Clark was a firm believer in discipline, rigorous training, and walking the walk according to the tenets of the Air Force core values.

From the moment we stepped onto that bus, those core values were drilled in to us. They would take their final form many years later:


Integrity First

Service Before Self

Excellence in All We Do



As a fourth-class cadet, these were themes for me to memorize. By the time I graduated, they had become central to my very foundation. They defined who I was, what I did, and how I did it. They made difficult choices easier for me and bolstered my sense of confidence and sense of pride. It felt good to look in the mirror and an honor to don the Air Force uniform.

If there’s one skill that we’d become proficient at, it was marching. We’d march to meals, march to classes, and even march to the weekly religious services we were then required to attend. Our first march took place almost immediately after we stepped off the bus, when our ragged bunch of newbies (officially called “doolies”—from the Greek duolos, meaning slave, or servant) marched from the parking lot up “the Ramp” onto the Terrazzo, our first venture into the Academy proper. Prominently displayed on a stone arch above the ramp in two-feet tall, raised, aluminum letters, were the words “Bring Me Men”—a real sign of the times since there were no women cadets until Gerald Ford signed Public Law 94-106 on October 7, 1975, permitting women to enter the military academies. In truth, the words were part of the poem “The Coming American,” written in 1894 by Sam Walter Foss.


Bring me men to match my mountains

Bring me men to match my plains

Men with empires in their purpose

And new eras in their brains



The words remained to mark the symbolic threshold between the old life and the new until Secretary James Roche and Chief of Staff General John P. Jumper called for their removal in response to a sexual assault scandal in 2003. Unceremoniously taken down and tossed into the back of a four-wheel during the March spring break, they were replaced a year and a half later with the Air Force core values—a much more appropriate and inclusive reflection of all the institution stands for.

Symbols matter, but they are not necessarily meaningful in perpetuity.

*   *   *

The Academy was multidimensional in terms of athletics, academics, and military. On the athletic side, I wasn’t really big or strong or quick enough to be an intercollegiate football player, so I had to consider the other options. Fencing, gymnastics, tennis, soccer, ice hockey … none felt right. It was during a meal at Mitchell Hall that one of the senior cadets noticed my particularly long reach and suggested that I pursue boxing. Tall, slender, and somewhat agile, it sounded like fun to me.

At that time the cadets boxed under Amateur Athletic Union rules, which were not so much about knocking out your opponent as they were about the number of effective punches thrown. This was more about the art of boxing. Strategy played a big part, as did technique to multiply the number of hits rather than the consequence of a hit. A jab was as important as a solid right hook. I very much enjoyed the plotting, developing a plan of attack, then efficiently executing that plan. In my mind, it was more akin to chess than a display of brute force, though I’m not sure my opponents agreed with that when my solid right cross smashed into their face.

If only I had honed these skills back in eighth grade, when a gang of bullies pummeled me in the gut, taking issue with the fact that a Jew would have the nerve to attend their intermediate school. It wasn’t the first time I had to defend myself but it was not something I went out looking to do. What skills I had were largely defensive, both physically and diplomatically. I certainly wasn’t afraid to strike back, but I did learn that in most cases violence should be held as a last resort. I developed an effective arsenal of tactics to avoid confrontation in the first place.

Perceptions of strength and purpose are a prerequisite in any successful negotiation.

* * *

Long before I was ever allowed to climb into the ring, I was introduced to an inanimate hundred-pound opponent chained to the ceiling—the “heavy bag.” I strapped on a pair of thick maroon Tuf-wear gloves and laid into the five-foot, sand-filled leather cylinder, the same type later made famous by Stallone in Rocky. With every punch I gave it all I had. The harder I punched, the better I felt. Explosive “cracks” echoed off the bag with growing intensity. But my euphoria was short-lived and it didn’t take long before I was drenched in perspiration and almost gasping for breath. So much for the great shape I thought I was in.

My instructor (the same senior cadet who had convinced me to pursue boxing in the first place) found humor in this, but it was nothing personal. Almost every novice pugilist had the misconception that boxing was all about power, trying to destroy the opponent with all your might. But it didn’t take too long for me to learn that expending all you have without proper technique is a pretty good blueprint for ending up on the receiving end of a knockout.

“Let me show you how it’s done,” offered the instructor, whose interaction with the bag was a thing of beauty. Where I’d been standing flatfooted and focusing my blows on a single spot, he was in constant motion, dancing around the bag and firing blistering combinations of punches. They were sharp, crisp, and accurate. I had a lot to learn. But I was an eager student, and appreciative of his patience with my original ineptitude.

I caught on rather quickly. Snapping punches (allowing the punch to rebound back into position) came naturally to me, as did executing flowing combinations as I eyed the bag, always in motion, yet in such a way as to conserve my energy. “That’s it, but don’t jump around, Norty … stay balanced,” he would warn. Pop-pop-pop … pop pop. So much more effective than just blindly flailing away.

What I didn’t realize at the time was that I was really being taught valuable concepts that transcend the ring, strategic philosophies that apply to all aspects of the military, and certainly military aviation.

Brute force without a balanced, well-executed plan, including specific objectives, is a blueprint for disaster.

*   *   *

I’d see this over and over throughout my career, but there’s no better example than March of 1999, when NATO green-lit Operation ALLIED FORCE, air strikes inside the former Yugoslavia. The airstrikes were intended to degrade the Serbian military structure led by Slobodan Milošević—troops Milošević was using to exterminate the Albanian civilian majority in Kosovo. I had just received my second star—promoted to major general and working as Air Force director of strategic planning at the Pentagon.

NATO’s operation was orchestrated by its Supreme Allied Commander Europe, General Wesley Clark, who apparently believed that the most effective way to smash the enemy forces was to blindly swing a massive airborne hammer—kind of like my original attempt to destroy the punching bag with haphazard blows. Within a few days, the futility of this ploy escalated to the highest level of the Pentagon, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. General Hugh Shelton’s phone was ringing off the hook with calls from his counterparts in France, England, Germany, and Italy, plus the NATO air component commander in Europe—all expressing concern about Clark’s seemingly arbitrary choice of targets and lack of focused battle plan. General Mike Ryan, Air Force chief of staff, had shared similar concerns with Shelton, who convened an immediate session with the Joint Staff to develop a central theme replete with specific categories of targets selected to address that theme. The initial intent would be to degrade Serbia’s military capabilities and then, after that was successfully accomplished, their economy.

The Joint Staff came up with four categories of targets:


1.   Military infrastructure

2.   Economic targets

3.   Belgrade bridges and power grid (psychological demoralizers)

4.   Tank engine factory (employed 32,000 workers)



Chairman Shelton faxed the new plan to General Clark “for his consideration,” and the following day, Clark presented “his” new strategic plan to the NATO partners. The fleet of F-15s, F-16s, F-117s, and all the support equipment and personnel that went with them would now be used in focused strikes carefully orchestrated to achieve a well-defined strategic objective. It was the difference between my randomly attempting to beat the crap out of the punching bag, and my instructor’s planned and well-rehearsed combinations.

* * *

I boxed as a fourth-class cadet (freshman) and came back to coach the squadron team for my subsequent three years. I had a pretty good left jab, not much of a right hand, but it was good enough. I actually had skills I didn’t realize, and I turned out to be a surprisingly good boxer.

I learned a lot from boxing, and those lessons were unlike any others taught during my four years. Everything in the cadet experience is about teamwork, camaraderie, and working as a unit. Even the solo flight experience is far from independent. Without the instructors, maintenance crews, meteorologists, and air traffic controllers, there would be no “solo” flight. But inside that ring you really are by yourself. You have to maintain your composure and compete with laser focus—great training for how to deal with being solo when under stress.

Boxing taught me valuable lessons in how to deal with being “in the ring” solo when under significant stress.

*   *   *

The Academy military component is structured in such a way as to mirror the organization of the entire Air Force. First-class cadet commanders command forty squadrons of approximately a hundred cadets each. Each of these commanders reports to four cadet group commanders who all report to a single cadet wing commander, who is in charge of the entire cadet wing. Supervising these cadets are Air Officers Commanding (AOCs), usually active duty majors located in each squadron and group. The AOCs serve as role models to the cadets and oversee all cadet activities. They are the front-line personifications of Air Force core values and the honor code. Their character is typically beyond reproach, and it is expected that we as cadets demonstrate that character within ourselves. At least, this is how it’s supposed to work. The truth is that sometimes you learn from positive role models and sometimes you learn from those who are not so positive. I had instructors who were Silver Star recipients, another who went on to be chief of the Air Force. On the flip side are those who just make you scratch your head and wonder how in the world they ever got assigned to their positions of authority—let alone promoted in the first place.

Case in point was my AOC, a major who was in charge of all one hundred cadets in our squadron. Early on I sensed there was something off about this guy, and it turned out he had real problems telling the truth. He was a climber with career ambitions and would relate events in ways that were supportive of his own agenda rather than factual. The honor code is a vitally important component of the cadet environment, so it was less than ideal when the expectations we had for ourselves were not reflected by the officer who was supposed to be our role model. He was eventually busted, as most are. It wouldn’t be the last time I would encounter superiors who had no business being in positions of authority, but instead of getting pissed off at them, I’d reflect back on this major and

Try to learn as much from negative role models as from positive ones.

*   *   *

I’m always amazed at the remorse they feel after the fact. But why do it in the first place? What’s the lure? The temptation? It all goes back to Sunday school—Hebrew school—doing what’s right—not fear of getting caught. I’ve found life to be a lot less complicated if one just follows the Golden Rule.

*   *   *

Fortunately these foul balls were rare exceptions at the Academy. In fact, I’m often asked what single factor sets the Air Force Academy apart from other top institutes of higher education, and what constitutes my most vivid memories. While it’s pretty tough to top that first solo flight, even that doesn’t compare to the awe of being taught by the very best of the best. Imagine learning how to bat from Babe Ruth, or how to putt from Arnold Palmer. That’s the level of instructors they provided for us. Just meeting these guys was humbling; being given the opportunity to learn from them one-on-one, day in, day out, was inestimable. I mentioned how the Air Force core values are drummed into us from day one. These are the guys who personified those values, selfless heroes who inspired me each and every day. This, more than anything else, is what the Academy experience was all about for me. Living examples of what can be achieved through discipline, hard work, and focused determination accomplished within the framework of our core values.

Mike Dugan was an A-1 pilot who came out of Vietnam, a Silver Star recipient who went on to be chief of staff of the Air Force. He was one of my military training instructors, and a group AOC who had oversight of ten squadrons. Dugan flew more than three hundred combat missions during the Vietnam War, logging 4,500 flying hours. He was all business and spoke in short, clipped sentences. He only lasted seventy-nine days as CSAF before Dick Cheney—secretary of defense at the time—fired him for revealing our plans to take out Saddam Hussein. He was immensely proud of the Air Force, and perhaps Cheney believed he went overboard in communicating that enthusiasm to some journalists. But from our perspective, that fervor was inspiring. Hearing him share firsthand accounts of his missions kept us spellbound and eager to return for the next installment.

Ron Fogleman was a history instructor who also went on to be chief of staff of the Air Force.

Al Gropman was another history instructor, and he became a mentor of mine. Years later he was a colonel at the Pentagon and he brought me in to work for him in the shop that conceptualized Air Force thinking—a total 180 from the operational lane that I was accustomed to at the time. He saw something in me and stretched me outside of my comfort zone, which is fundamental if one wants to grow. It was fun.

John Guilmartin was an H-3 rescue pilot who had been awarded the Silver Star twice, and he was both a history instructor and a teacher down on the flight line. He was smart, courageous, and patient with me as a student. He was one of the reasons that I was inspired to move to special operations later on. He’s another one whose candid disclosures kept us captivated. Like this one, in his own words, as he shares the experiences that led to his two Silver Stars:


The first was for getting a Thud [F-105] driver out of the mouth of Mu Gia Pass on 19 February ’66. It was on what amounted to my aircraft commander upgrade pre-check. We were short of IPs [instructor pilots] and I was paired up with our strongest IP, Barry Kamhoot. We were crewed up together and switched seats for instructional rides in the pattern on alert at NKP [Nakhon Phanom Royal Thai Navy Base]. Our last alert tour before my (nominal) a/c check took us into Mu Gia Pass to pick up an F-105 driver who’d gotten stitched by a 57 mm and landed within a mile or so of the gun! It was a sporty proposition. When we finally got a firm set of coordinates on the survivor from Sandy Lead, it plotted out to within a mile and a half of a big-time 37 mm concentration. Barry was cool as a cucumber and didn’t waste a second. The survivor, Bob Green, stretched his descent a few yards away from the worst of the enemy concentration thanks to two blown panels in his chute, and we had the best Sandy Lead in the business in Elmer Nelson. We were also, as Elmer emphasizes, VERY lucky.

The second was for digging an F-4 crew out of “Happy Valley,” a delightful open spot on the Ho Chi Minh Trail between Ban Karai Pass and Tchepone. The back seater landed on the edge of the valley and was spotted by the bad guys. He ran for his life—literally—for fifty minutes … with a serious compression fracture (he had a Mae West chute malfunction). The front seater was easy, though we did have to snuggle down into the trees to get the penetrator to him. We put out all 250 feet of cable and had to thread the tail rotor down between two trees for the last ten feet. Knowing that the back seater was in trouble, I elected to stay low and assist in the search; it was a violation of one of the cardinal rules, but I felt the circumstances justified it … and they did. When we got to him, the patrol chasing him was only 75–100 yards behind him. They wounded my PJ [parajumper] on the way in and the flight mech deputized the recovered front seater as our door gunner and gave him the PJ’s M-16! I have no conscious recollection of it, but he was blazing away while we picked up his back seater. As far as I know, I’m the only Jolly Green who had a lieutenant commander for a door gunner!



The more I heard stories like these, the more I was inspired to excel—personally and professionally—and the more I fell in love with flying. I was even more driven to earn my wings. Doing so became my primary focus.

Ultimately, it is purpose and mission that motivates in the armed forces and the private sector.

*   *   *

Before arriving at the Academy, you could count my in-flight experiences on one hand, and those would be limited to the economy cabin on TWA. That all changed with what they referred to as Operation STARDUST, our Basic Cadet Orientation Flight—an hour-long joyride strapped inside the cockpit of a T-33A fighter jet.

A couple dozen of us enthusiastic Basics boarded an Air Force bus for the short ride to nearby “Pete Field” (designated Peterson Air Force Base on March 1, 1975), where we disembarked in front of a large white hangar. After watching a short 16 mm safety film, we were taken into a room that can best be compared to the men’s department of a small department store. Garment racks lined two walls, but instead of suits and Levis, one rack was crammed with well-worn olive-green flight suits and black leather flight boots, the other aviation helmets and oxygen masks. A great deal of time was spent being fitted with the perfect helmet and oxygen mask. I was impressed by the professionalism of the airman carefully placing the mask over my nose and mouth. “Supplemental oxygen is required above 10,000 feet,” he said as he adeptly adjusted it to ensure an airtight seal. “At 30,000 feet, without it you’d only have a minute or two before hypoxia would lead to loss of consciousness.” That moment slammed home the life and death stakes of this profession.

Just like the business suit had instilled so much confidence for my interview with Congressman Cahill, once I zipped up the front of my flight suit I felt ten feet tall. At that point I couldn’t tell you the difference between an altimeter and an airspeed indicator, but I sure did feel like a pilot. We were fitted with a mock parachute and hooked up to an egress simulator—a small crane where we learned how to safely execute an in-flight ejection and parachute descent—prerequisite training for the real chute/ejection seat to which I’d be harnessed. “In the unlikely event of a real ejection scenario, keep your chin down and elbows tucked into your sides,” the instructor warned. “And keep your hands away from those yellow ejection handles unless you are directly commanded to raise them.” No arm twisting needed to follow that advice.

Stepping out of the hangar and onto the pavement of an active flight line for the first time can best be described as sensory overload. The distinctive smell of jet fuel fills the air as tanker trucks disgorge their loads into perfectly aligned rows of fighter jets. Flight crews inspect their aircraft, Auxiliary Power Units wind up the turbines, tail pipes roar as fuel and exhaust gases ignite. My heart thumped in overload as I was led to Captain Reed Maxwell, the instructor pilot who would take me on this well-orchestrated motivational excursion. Was it just coincidence, or did all the IPs look just like Tom Cruise? Captain Maxwell stood next to the T-bird, busily perusing its maintenance papers as I approached, then saluted. He returned the salute, then glanced at the crystal-clear cerulean sky. “You ordered us some perfect conditions, Norty,” he observed.

I accompanied the captain on a thorough preflight walk-around inspection of the aircraft. Low-mounted wings radiated straight off the fuselage just aft of the rear seat, each terminating in a distinctive wing-tip fuel tank. On both sides of the fuselage aft of the nose were C-shaped intakes to channel the air into the single extraordinarily inefficient Allison J33-A-35 turbojet engine. “We burn about the same amount of fuel on the ground as we do cruising at high altitude,” he explained. “That means every minute we spend idling on the ground costs us seven miles in range—so the quicker we complete our checklist and get up, the better.”

He pulled out an aviation map and previewed our route. “We’ll be taking off to the north, then break to the west right here as we approach the Academy, which you’ll see right beneath us. We’ll continue our climbing left turn and head southwest toward Cripple Creek. That’s where we’ll go through the very same basic fighter maneuvers we’re employing right now in Vietnam. I’ll talk you through everything, but your main job is to sit back and enjoy.” I assured him that I’d have no problem following that instruction.

“Ready to do it?” asked the crew chief, guiding me to the yellow ladder hooked beneath the open seven-foot glass canopy. The two-seat tandem cockpit had dual controls. I climbed into the back seat, which the chief lowered to accommodate my six-foot frame. “Wouldn’t want your head poking a hole in the canopy,” he said, then proceeded to strap me in and hook me up—lap belt, shoulder straps, parachute harness, oxygen mask, communications links—lots more that flew over my head at the time. “All good?” he asked before stepping back to allow Captain Maxwell access.

“All good,” I said, nodding back. In truth, I felt awkward. I was surprised at how cramped it was. I had an unobstructed 360-degree view, but my legs wrapped around the stick in such a way that they barely cleared the rounded cutouts of the cockpit instrument panel. The left and right consoles hugged me on either side, and the airtight fit of the oxygen/communications mask would definitely take some getting used to.

“Once I remove these, the seats are hot,” he warned, reminding me not to pull on the yellow ejection seat handles.

“Got it,” I assured him as he proceeded to remove the red-bannered ground safety pins.

He slid back to descend the ladder, then, almost as an afterthought—certainly a tacit forewarning—he reached into his pants pocket and handed me an airsickness bag. “You won’t need it,” he said reassuringly. Even though I’d heard a number of stories to the contrary, about 90 percent of me believed him.

Captain Maxwell leaned in from the top of the ladder before taking his place in the seat directly in front of mine. “Once we’re at altitude, I’ll give you a chance to fly the airplane, so I want to review a few of the controls. What you have here are almost perfect duplicates of mine up front. This is the throttle, and that’s the ‘push to talk’ radio button. You don’t want to push it. You’ll be on intercom hot mic to me the whole time, so whenever you talk I’ll hear you without you having to press any buttons. And we always exercise what we call positive transfer of control. When I’m about to have you take over the controls, I’ll say ‘You have the airplane.’ That’s when you take over the controls and respond with ‘I have the airplane.’ The same applies when you turn it back over to me.”

“Got it, sir,” I responded. He went on to point out the other relevant controls: air speed, attitude, and rate of climb indicators; altimeter; accelerometer …

“I’ll read the checklist out loud but there are over fifty settings for me to check even before we start the engine, so I won’t have time to explain the details. Just soak in the experience.”

“Looking forward to it, sir,” I assured him.

*   *   *

I found it interesting that we began to taxi with the canopy still open; apparently the T-33 air conditioner is all but worthless at low power settings. Feeling the wind hit what little of my face was still exposed felt invigorating. “Keep your hands clear,” cautioned Captain Maxwell as we approached the runway. A loud electric buzz emanated from the canopy’s motor as he lowered the transparent enclosure and sealed it tight. “Canopy locked, flaps 75 percent, elevator trim tab neutral, oil pressure normal, oxygen normal … Here we go.”

We were cleared for takeoff and he smoothly advanced the throttle to military power (100 percent). Strangely, I was not pinned to the back of my seat as I had expected. “Fifty knots, the rudders are now effective so I’m sliding my feet from the brakes onto the pedals … Ninety knots, I’m pulling back on the stick to raise the nose just a bit … 110 knots, I’m pulling it back to rotate … retracting the gear, gear up and locked … retracting the flaps.” Captain Maxwell went above and beyond in talking me through everything. Our acceleration was gradual at first, but about ten seconds later it really kicked in. “How are you doing back there?”

I wisely censored the honest response of “F***ing awesome!” and instead replied “Fine, sir,” in as cool a voice as I could muster.

I’ve found that the first time we do anything in life is generally the most memorable, but for an inexperienced neophyte like I certainly was at the time, the elation I felt rocketing skyward at 6,000 feet per minute was almost inexpressible. While gazing out the small window of a 727 was exciting, there was never any doubt that I was being flown—a passenger transported to my destination. The same can’t be said about that first T-bird flight. With 360 degrees of unobstructed visibility afforded by the glass bubble encircling the cockpit, it literally felt like I was flying—much the same as Wart (young Arthur) described when he was turned into a bird in The Once and Future King.

We banked to the left and I had a magnificent view of the Academy complex beneath us. I could recognize the golf course, Falcon Stadium, and a few of the buildings, but it was impossible to see the markings on the Terrazzo defining where we had to march throughout the day, or for that matter any borders or boundaries on the ground. I understood why similar observations are often the first shared by astronauts when describing what it’s like to orbit the Earth.

We leveled off at altitude and Captain Maxwell accelerated to just under 450 knots. “Here we go, Norty,” he announced before commencing with the same tactical aerobatics used in combat dogfights. He pulled the nose up a bit, then smoothly drew the stick all the way to the right. We rotated a full 360 degrees along our longitudinal axis in my first aileron roll. It happened so quickly it was hard to believe that we were actually flying inverted, and I certainly wasn’t feeling the crush of g-forces I’d anticipated. That was about to change.

“Don’t forget to squeeze,” the captain reminded me, referring to the Anti-G Straining Maneuver technique I had learned to mitigate the potential for gray-out and loss of consciousness resulting from positive g’s forcing blood from my brain to my lower extremities. The next thing I knew we were in a slight dive to pick up speed, then the stick came straight back into my stomach. Our nose arched skyward as I was slammed with almost 800 pounds of pressure—just under 4.5 g’s smashing me into the seat. I strained hard by contracting the muscles in my legs and thighs, doing everything in my power to prevent the blood from draining from my brain. It took almost thirty seconds before we arced all the way around through the inverted position and returned back to straight and level flight; my first loop had just taken us through about 4,000 feet in altitude. While I didn’t experience any gray-out, I was sweating up a storm from the anti-g straining exercises.

The next thirty minutes were consumed with a potpourri of exhilarating Basic Fighter Maneuvers (BFMs) that seemed to have us spinning and rotating in every conceivable direction: the Immelmann, Split-s, Cuban 8, High-g barrel roll—all well-rehearsed aerial dogfighting tactics that meant little to me at the time, but that I’d soon be executing on my own during undergraduate pilot training.

During debrief, Captain Maxwell shared that only a small percentage of those who aspire to become pilots actually earn their wings. “Don’t believe it when you hear about ‘natural born pilots,’ Norty. There’s no amount of innate aptitude that can replace focus and discipline. If you study hard enough and learn your craft that much harder than the next guy, you’ll be amazed at how ‘lucky’ you’ll get, and before you know it, you’ll be up there at the controls on your own. This is probably the most competitive profession in the world, but if you want it bad enough, you can make it happen. You will make it happen.”

Those words kept me going through the grueling physical, mental, and emotional rigors of basic cadet training inside the cadet area, and even more punishing when we marched to Jack’s Valley, a 3,300-acre wooded training zone where we were pushed well beyond what we thought had been our physical limits. I was supercharged to do whatever it took to earn those pilot wings. I remember a distinct moment—right in the middle of Hell Week, in the midst of various “initiation rituals” that have long since been banned—that I stopped and looked out the window, and clear as day it hit me: I really want to do this. I don’t care what they throw at me or how bad things get; there is nothing that will stop me from achieving this goal.

I sure hoped he spoke the truth about hard work and study compensating for less-than-stellar aptitude, because the first time I took the stick of my T-41 trainer was a real challenge for me. While Captain Maxwell flew that fighter as if it were his second skin, I had difficulty keeping the most basic single-engine prop plane in straight and level flight. A small wind gust had me overcompensating and setting my modified Cessna 172 rocking and rolling on all three axes, cutting through the Colorado sky like a hundred-mile-per-hour washer-tumbler swishing back and forth. It was disappointing for me to see that I was not a natural pilot. Sticking with it through my subsequent 26.5 hours of flight time required extra effort on my part, and a great deal of patience on the part of my instructors.

There are a number of things at which you might not necessarily be a natural. That’s when you compensate with extra focus and discipline to gain those skills that will allow you to succeed. It’s the old adage that hard work pays big dividends.

*   *   *

It would be easy to just leave it at that and I’ve heard a number of motivational speakers who do so. But the reality is that sometimes, in spite of prodigious effort, success just doesn’t seem to be in the cards—when the cold, hard facts make it clear that this one is never going to land in your court. Let’s face it, it doesn’t matter how focused and disciplined I am, I’m about as likely to quarterback the Redskins as I am to dine with Julius Caesar. It would be disingenuous for me to say that we can do anything we want. So the question becomes, does there ever come a point at which the smartest course of action is to just cut your losses and throw in the towel? About midway through my fourth-class year I looked in the mirror and struggled with that same question.

To achieve my goal of becoming a pilot, it was imperative that I excel academically. I knew of no better fit than a degree in aeronautical engineering. On paper, this was an impeccable plan. The only problem was that in spite of round-the-clock study sessions and dogged determination, I couldn’t generate anything better than a “C” on any of my assignments. The only aircraft that would get me into would be headed back to Toms River, one way. It was frustrating at best, and the thought of facing Dad with word that I had botched the opportunity was downright disheartening. Failure was not in his lexicon.

That’s when Bob Munson stepped in. Bob was ultimately our class president—one of those guys whom everyone looked up to. He was—and is today—my very best friend. The hard science disciplines came easily to Bob—physics, math, chemistry. It’s no surprise that he’d become a physician. Bob could probably set his watch by all the nights I’d drop by his room or desk—interrupting his own studies—completely flummoxed by some concept that was flying miles over my head. “They haven’t given us enough information to calculate this one, right?” I’d lament, tossing the impossible assignment onto his desk. Evaluate the derivative of x 3 + x 2 + 5x at x = –2, he would read, probably wondering to himself how he could be best friends with someone who couldn’t even grasp elementary equations such as these.
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