
[image: Danger Close: My Epic Journey as a Combat Helicopter Pilot in Iraq and Afghanistan, by Amber Smith.]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Danger Close: My Epic Journey as a Combat Helicopter Pilot in Iraq and Afghanistan, by Amber Smith. Atria.]



For my parents, Lane and Betsy, for always encouraging me to take the road less traveled and to never, ever give up.


DANGER CLOSE: Ordnance delivery inside the 0.1 percent Pi [probability of incapacitation] distance will be considered “danger close.” The supported commander must accept responsibility for the risk to friendly forces when targets are inside the 0.1 percent Pi distance.

—Close Air Support, Joint Publication 3-09.3



Author’s Note

Kiowa Warriors played a critical role in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, yet few outside the modern military community know the impact they made on the battlefield every day. This book not only documents my journey through the Army and two wars, but the legacy of a helicopter that was essential to mission success on both fronts. Dialogue has been re-created through interviews and other forms of correspondence and is not intended to be word for word. Some names have been changed to protect the identity of certain individuals, as well as ground unit and aviator unit calls signs and route names. All events depicted in this book are told as accurately as possible and any unintentional deviations can be attributed to the chaos of combat.

—AMBER SMITH, Annihilator 24



Prologue

Survival. That’s all that passes through your mind when you make it home from each flight mission. Every time your helicopter crosses over the fortifications of Hesco barriers that separate the sanctuary of the forward operating base (FOB) from the madness of Afghanistan, you realize that, somehow, you have lived to see another day.

Your whole body is sore from hours in a cramped cockpit. Your hand unclenches the cyclic flight control. Exhaustion washes over you as the adrenaline drains from your veins, the adrenaline that had flooded in with every crank of the helicopter engine before you took off into the Afghanistan sky.

Every mission is different, but the questions are always the same: Is today my last day? Is today the last time I will lace up my boots? As we walk out to the flight line, is it the last time I will hear my fellow pilots say, “Have a safe flight”? The last time I will email my family and type, “Talk to you soon”?

The uncertainty is the worst part. You never know if today is going to be your day—the day you won’t come home.

Being immersed in war teaches you to accept death, to face the fear of the unknown that haunts you every day. It is an insidious form of torture. But it is also an addiction, something you crave. Once you break through the fear of dying, you eventually feel the thrill of dancing with death. When things are slow during a reconnaissance mission, you begin itching for some action. Any action. You think fatalistic thoughts: You’re never going home anyway, so if today is your day, so be it. That’s what you tell yourself to survive the unrelenting stress of the unknown dangers in your world every day.

Then you see the flag-draped caskets being carried on to a C-17 airplane, and you wonder, Will I be on the next one?

But you don’t think of that in the air—maybe in the slow moments, the moments between flights that begin with the heaviness of the skids settling onto the pavement. You roll the throttle down to idle, the chatter of the blades slows, the high-pitched whine of flight bends an octave down. You’re home, safe, and you can breathe again. You will live to see tomorrow.

But then tomorrow comes. Another flight, another mission. And you ask yourself again, Is today my last day?
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THIS IS WHAT WAR FEELS LIKE

January 26, 2006

Near FOB Normandy, outside Baqubah, Iraq

The helicopter blades stuttered over the palm groves twenty miles east of our home base of LSA Anaconda, also known as Balad Air Base. An LSA—logistics support area— is similar to a FOB, but much larger. As one of the largest military bases in Iraq, Anaconda was one of the main air hubs for supplies, troops, and equipment into and out of the country, which made it a very busy airfield—and a natural target for enemy rockets and mortars.

In the doorless cockpit of our Kiowa, the frigid night air swept in, making our faces feel frozen and brittle. On the outskirts of Baqubah, the lights of civilization gave way to a velvet-black desolation, a flat, vast desert peppered with primitive mud huts clustered in small villages.

Through my night vision goggles—NVGs—I could see the grainy, green outlines of trees, dirt roads, and open fields. At night, we always flew fully blacked out during missions, cutting any lights on the aircraft that might make us visible targets. In the darkness, the constellation Orion shone brighter than I had ever seen it before.

I was flying right seat in our OH-58D Kiowa Warrior, trailing above the leader of our usual team of two helicopters. Small and nimble, Kiowas operate like an airborne extension of the infantry. We fly low and fast, within eyesight of friendly ground forces—and the enemy.

FOB Normandy—a tiny base on the eastern side of our area of operations toward the Iranian border—had been pummeled with rockets and mortar rounds in recent days. We were flying a reconnaissance and security mission to investigate the source of the attacks, looking for any suspicious activity—rockets set on timers, people placing them, any signs of movement—but the lush, impenetrable canopies of the palm groves gave the insurgents protective cover.

Then the lead pilot found something, a possible bunker, maybe a cache of weapons. He wanted to take a closer look. My left seater, CW3 Chris Rowley—the pilot in command (PC) and the air mission commander (AMC) for our flight—told lead to pick up an outer security pattern, to fly above us to overwatch our position while we dipped down for a closer look. Through our NVGs, we could see the something was nothing but trash. The other Kiowa resumed the lead flight position. But just as we were falling back in as trail, a blinding flash of light erupted under our aircraft.

The aircraft lurched forward with a sudden, violent kick.

“Taking fire! Taking fire!” yelled Chris.

I immediately dropped a waypoint, a digital marker that records in the navigation system the grid coordinates where we were hit. Chris broke right, away from the road, and began jinking, darting erratically to become an unpredictable target.

“You good?” Chris asked. “It’s one hell of a rush, isn’t it?”

I wasn’t scared. I was pissed. Someone had just tried to kill me. We suspected small-arms fire—AK-47 rounds—but the concussion indicated it could have been something larger.

“Hey, Ambrosia,” radioed Blane Hepfner, the pilot in the lead aircraft. “Hopefully there’s not a UXO rolling around somewhere in the back of your aircraft right now.” He was referring to an unexploded ordnance.

Thanks, jackass, I thought. He might have been messing with us, but he had a point. A concussion-type blast hit our aircraft, so it was possible that an RPG—rocket-propelled grenade—warhead had entered but not detonated. It was unlikely, but we had no way of knowing until we landed.

If we landed.

Even though neither Chris nor I was hit with a bullet, the aircraft may have sustained damage that could affect our flight between now and the time we were able to get the aircraft on the ground.

Chris and I looked at each other.

Shit!

The flight controls felt fine. There was no restricted movement or feedback indicating that the rotor head, engine, or transmission had received any battle damage, but you can never be too sure. We decided to fly to the nearest U.S. base to set our bird down and do a damage assessment.

Getting shot at is almost in the job description for a Kiowa Warrior pilot. When you are at war, it’s not a matter of if you get shot at, it’s when, and whether you’ll walk away from it. Unfortunately, not everyone does.

I’d never been shot at before. Now I was in combat, and the reality of war hit home.

Someone is trying to kill me.

“Warhorse Base, Annihilator One-One, inbound for immediate landing to the FARP.”

The FARP—forward arming and refueling point—was where helicopters landed to refuel and to rearm weapons systems, usually within the confines of a FOB or combat outpost.

We made a short final descent into FOB Warhorse, a tiny U.S. base in Baqubah, which was about halfway between where we had taken fire and our home base at Balad. Baqubah was only about ten minutes and a couple of miles from where we’d gotten shot at, but it felt like a lifetime.

Once we were safely on the ground inside the wire of a U.S. base, I lifted up my NVG and turned on the blue light inside the cockpit to give our eyes a break. I tightened my grip on the flight controls as Chris got out of the helicopter to do a walk-around to see if we’d been hit. The temperature and pressure levels on the instrument panel were still all in the green zone, indicating that a bullet hadn’t severed a critical oil or hydraulic line.

Chris was only gone for a minute before he came back and plugged his helmet cord back into the aircraft radio.

“Yeah, we got hit a couple of times with small-arms fire,” he said. “We have some damage in the aft electrical compartment, and I found an entry bullet hole on your side by the fuel cell.” Luckily, there was no indication of an RPG—or anything larger than small-arms fire.

There was only one problem—we still had to make it back to Balad. Should we fly home or should we shut down there on the refuel pad? If we did the latter, our crew chiefs and maintenance personnel would have to come out to Warhorse and either fix the Kiowa there or put it on a low-boy flatbed semi truck and convoy it back to Balad. But driving in Iraq is a very dangerous thing to do. IEDs—improvised explosive devices—are everywhere. IEDs were often the weapon of choice against U.S. ground troops and usually litter their travel routes.

“I think we can fly it back,” Chris said. “What do you think?”

I trusted Chris. An instructor pilot, my pilot in command of this flight, he was my stick buddy and had been to Iraq three years earlier, during the invasion in 2003. He always asked me—since I was still a newbie pilot—what I thought about different combat scenarios or emergency or procedural situations and what decision I would make. This was why he was so good. He was constantly trying to get me to think for myself and not just blindly agree with my PC. We were a crew, and crews made decisions together.

“I agree,” I said. “I think we can fly it back.”

And so we did.

As our aircraft skids touched down at Anaconda and eased the helicopter’s weight onto the parking pad at Balad, I let out a huge sigh of relief. We had made it. Someone was looking out for us that day.

Our maintenance personnel assessed the aircraft and confirmed that we’d taken two direct hits. One 7.62mm AK-47 round had gone through the aft electrical compartment, where we kept our flight bags. The round had exploded on entry into the aircraft, sending shrapnel flying. I found a bullet hole that went through my flight bag, and I found shrapnel in our extra ammo magazines and flight gloves.

Another 7.62mm bullet had entered on the right side of the aircraft. It had pierced the fuel cell and continued its trajectory toward the cockpit until the armament control unit—the 12x12 computer box that controls the weapons system on the aircraft—finally stopped it about twelve inches behind my back. That was close.

After our damage assessments, Chris and I packed up our flight gear and called it a night. But I couldn’t sleep much. I was still riding high from knowing that we had cheated death. I’d never felt that kind of rush before.

But the deployment was still young, and the enemy was out there, waiting for us. And I’d be back, looking for them.
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BORN TO FLY

March 2003

Fort Jackson, South Carolina

You could say that flying is in my blood. My family’s military and aviation legacy dates back three generations. My great-grandfather was an infantryman in World War I in Verdun, France. My grandfather flew an array of fixed-wing aircraft and was a test pilot on helicopter prototypes in the Army Air Corps (the predecessor to the Air Force) during World War II. My father was a paratrooper in the Army 82nd Airborne Division from 1960 to 1963. My mother was a gorgeous civilian pilot instructor who taught people to fly many types of aircraft in addition to being a Pan Am stewardess and purser. Female pilots were rare back in the 1960s, but my mom was fearless and wanted to fly. My father flew commercial jets for Pan Am, but he could pilot just about anything with fixed wings. He was also an instructor pilot and taught my two sisters and me to fly.

I grew up in the cockpit of my dad’s planes, a Cessna 150 and an L-19 Bird Dog. It was a family tradition to “fly to breakfast” on the weekends. I loved taking off from the little grass airstrip on our family farm in White Salmon, a small town on the edge of the Columbia River in southern Washington State. We’d fly to nearby Trout Lake, Dallesport, or Hood River. The Cessna could seat only two people, so whichever kid got to fly with our dad always felt special. My sisters and I got our first flight lessons on those trips to breakfast, when Dad would let us talk on the radio, tiny voices announcing over the airspace frequency, “Cessna Three-Five-Zero Delta Echo, taking off to the south. Climbing one thousand feet.”

My mom would load up the rest of the kids and the dog in the Suburban and drive to the airport. Once the whole family was reunited at the airport for breakfast, our conversation turned into a ground school lesson.

“What are the three most important words in aviation?” my dad would ask us.

“AIRSPEED, AIRSPEED, AIRSPEED,” we three daughters would say in unison.

Listening to my dad’s stories about the 82nd Airborne really kept us hanging from our seats. It was like watching a movie with our ears. It sounded exciting to jump out of airplanes, talk the way the Army guys talked (“pass the fucking salt, please”), and be an overall badass paratrooper. He jumped out of airplanes, shot machine guns, and “camped” in the woods. It all sounded like an incredible adventure. I was awestruck by my dad’s experiences and told myself that someday I’d join the Army just like he had.

We spent so much time at those local airports that we knew the pilots and the maintenance guys. We learned the pilot lingo. My father instilled a “look but don’t touch” policy whenever we were around airplanes and runways. This basic respect for aircraft and aviation paid off immensely when we actually became pilots.

When I was about six years old, Dad dropped me and my eleven-year-old sister Kelly off at the dock at Lake Chelan, in central Washington State, where our family often spent summer vacations. The area we were staying in was only accessible by boat or floatplane. It was windy that day and, as he flew to the south end of the lake to pick up my mom and five-year-old sister Lacey, the lake grew dangerously rough with swells so large they could swallow the plane. Oblivious to the danger, Kelly and I cheered and waved when he touched down and motored over. Only years later would we learn what skill and luck it had taken Dad to land a floatplane in such dangerous waters with his wife and youngest daughter and our black Lab, Lizzie, as passengers.

Kelly, Lacey, and I—my dad called us his piglets—grew up thinking it was perfectly normal to have an airstrip in the backyard. Ours was a 2,100-foot strip of closely trimmed grass on my family’s 175-acre farm, where my parents grew and harvested alfalfa to sell as horse and cattle feed.

Our driveway was half a mile long, and we couldn’t see a neighbor or hear any sign of civilization except the occasional log truck slamming on its jake brakes to go around a curve on the highway. It was our very own wilderness playground, and my sisters and I took advantage of it every day. I don’t think the words “we’re bored” ever came out of our mouths. We were outside causing havoc all over the farm from right after breakfast until dinnertime, which Mom would signal by ringing a huge bell on our deck.

My mom and dad taught Lacey and me how to ride four-wheelers when we were about seven and eight years old, giving us the freedom to explore the farm. Only eighteen months apart, Lacey and I were frequent partners in crime. When we got just a few years older, we rode the four-wheelers through the backwoods all over other people’s property, stirring up dust and generally creating chaos wherever we went. Every once in a while a neighbor would come out on the porch and yell at us to get off their property. We would go extra fast for those drive-bys.

Aside from the freedom and the fun, we actually did work on the farm. One of our jobs was to flip hay bales. We would drive the four-wheelers behind the tractor my dad was baling hay in. We’d jump off and flip the bale right side up so it could be picked up properly by the bale wagon. The fields were huge and there were thousands of bales to flip. Lacey and I had it down to a science: the first half I drove, she flipped; the second half we swapped.

We would much rather have been running around the farm, swimming in our pond, hiking, exploring, or getting into trouble, but helping is how we pulled our weight around the farm. One of my favorite times was when my mom would come out to meet us with a picnic lunch and we would all sit around together in the middle of the woods. We would often make a campfire and toast marshmallows.

Kelly was five years older than I was, which usually meant that I was trying to be just like her and, as a result, driving her crazy. Lacey and I idolized Kelly. We were the typical little sisters who mimicked everything their cool older sister did. In my eyes, Kelly could do no wrong.

She proved herself one day when a group of us had just finished skiing at Mount Hood Meadows, one of our favorite ski slopes. Kelly and two of her friends had the ski day planned, and her two little sisters, who were both under twelve at the time, wanted to tag along. When it was time to head home, all five of us piled in my sister’s car: a 1972 Oldsmobile. It was huge, almost like a limo. And it was made of steel. We nicknamed it “The Slime” because it was painted a disgusting puke-green color. Kelly was only sixteen and my parents wanted to make sure that as a young, inexperienced driver, she was in a safe car that would protect her if she ever got into an accident.

The roads were icy and slick that day as we drove down the narrow mountain road. Out in front of us, driving in the opposite direction, a Land Rover lost traction and started sliding on the ice, putting it on a head-on collision course with The Slime. Lacey and I were completely oblivious to what was going on, but Kelly knew we were about to get in an accident.

“Prepare for impact!” Kelly yelled at us.

Dink!

The Land Rover hit us head-on and started spinning away. Kelly brought The Slime to a stop. We all looked around at each other, unfazed, but also incredibly impressed that The Slime had done what my parents had always hoped it would—protect us. It barely had a dent while the Land Rover took some serious damage.

Of everything the three of us experienced as kids growing up on the farm, the most important was that we got to experience freedom: to explore, be creative, and be wild. With that freedom came the responsibility to solve the problems we got ourselves into. It also helped develop character that led us to always push the limits. No wasn’t in our vocabulary. We loved every wild minute of it.

From an early age I knew I wanted to be a military pilot. When I was nine, my dad bought me a model of an F-14 Tomcat fighter jet for my birthday. To me, it was the coolest thing in the world. Later, when I was in eighth grade, my parents sent me to Space Camp in Alabama for a month. Instead of the space part, I did the Aviation Challenge, which was like mini military boot camp. We marched around in formation, went to survival school, learned how to escape from a helicopter that crashed in the water, flight training, you name it. During my mock survival school at Space Camp, I had a severe allergic reaction to poison ivy. That came back to haunt me years later during real military survival school, SERE—survival, evasion, resistance, escape—when I reacted to poison ivy again so badly I had to go to the emergency room—but not until after I’d completed the course.

My obsession with flying waned during high school, when I got into competitive gymnastics. I trained hard. My mom drove three hours round trip five days a week to my gym on the outskirts of Portland, Oregon, until I was old enough to get my license and drive myself. In 1998 I became the Oregon State All-Around Gymnastic Champion for my level.

But my dream of flying was reignited when I went to the University of Washington in Seattle. I tried out for the UW Husky cheerleading team and thanks to my tumbling moves, made the team. I actually couldn’t believe I made it. I didn’t have an overly bubbly personality. I was used to the seriousness of competitive gymnastics. But I could do backflips, so I think that made up for me having to force a smile on my face. At the end of the 2000 football season our team made it to the Rose Bowl, so I cheered in the Rose Bowl parade and the football game, where UW won against the Purdue Boilermakers. A few weeks later our cheer team headed to Florida to compete in the national cheer competition.

But something was missing from college. Nothing I studied held my interest. The only class I got an A in was an elective about aviation. Everything else bored me to death, and as a result I put little effort into them, and bounced back and forth between what I wanted to declare as a major.

Then something happened that would change the course of my life forever, as it did for many Americans.

I was asleep in my basement room of a house I shared with a few other friends in Seattle, just a block away from campus, when my roommate came running down the stairs early one morning.

What is she doing coming down here so early? And why is she holding the phone?

“Amber, your mom’s on the phone. There was a bomb or something at the World Trade Center and she wants to talk to you,” she said as she handed me the phone.

Huh? I still wasn’t quite awake.

“Hi, Mom,” I said.

“Get in front of a TV right now,” she said. The cold tone of her voice sent chills down my spine.

“Why, what’s going on?” I asked.

“We were attacked,” she said. “I have to go. Your dad is flying a plane home from the middle of nowhere in Montana right now and I don’t even know if he knows yet. They are about to shut down all of the airspace across the country.”

I turned on the TV and saw the second plane fly into the South Tower of the World Trade Center.

Everything changed in an instant. Instead of the military being something I had always thought about doing, now I wanted to join. The path I was meant to be on was now crystal clear: I wanted to join the military and fly. Now.

I immediately started looking into military flight programs and visited all the branches—Air Force, Navy, Marines—except for the Army. All of the recruiters said I needed to finish my college degree and come back and talk to them. But I didn’t want to wait.

Dad told me to talk to the Army even though I had been reluctant to try them because who would have thought the Army had a flight program? I was nineteen years old and thought I knew best. But I listened to him and gave the Army a shot. I learned that the Army’s aviation program was smaller than that in some of the other branches, but it seemed like the perfect fit for me. I could apply right away, without having to finish my degree. I could get college credits as I went, and the Army would even help pay for them. There was one catch, though: if I were selected, after all of the tests, interviews, and medical and physical exams, I’d be joining the Army to become a helicopter pilot, not a fixed-wing pilot.

I had never even been in a helicopter. I knew I wanted to fly, but flying helicopters had never crossed my mind. My dad always said that helicopter pilots were crazy to fly a machine that had ten thousand moving parts all working against each other. And I loved flying planes. What if I hated flying helicopters? The unknown was giving me cold feet.

Then, one weekend, I met my parents at an air show in Olympia, Washington, about an hour’s drive from Seattle. The air show was offering $60 rides for a twenty-minute flight in a Robinson R22 helicopter, which looks like a life-size version of a remote-control toy. I decided to go for a ride. The pilot let me take control of the pedals and the cyclic—two of the three flight controls (the other is the collective). It was amazing. When we landed, I jumped out and ran over to my parents to tell them the good news. I couldn’t stop smiling. I was hooked. Helicopters were for me.

Aside from that twenty-minute helicopter flight, all my flight time had been in fixed-wing aircraft. I had plenty of flight time in Dad’s Cessna 150. Regardless of what I’d be flying in the future, having a general knowledge of aviation would be helpful. It was time to get my private pilot’s license.

I spent that summer studying airspace, sectional charts, aerodynamics, and how to read weather briefs. I began flying with a flight instructor out of the Dallesport airport, about a thirty-minute drive from my house. During all of my previous flight experience, my dad had been in the cockpit with me. The responsibility had always been with my dad, not me. Now I was responsible for the decision making going on in the aircraft. And I loved that pressure.

After a handful of flights with my instructor, it was time for me to take my first solo flight. I was terrified, excited, and nervous all at the same time as my instructor and I took off in the Cessna 150 and flew in traffic pattern. But mostly I was ready. My dad had done this, my mom, my sister Kelly. Now it was my turn.

I did three takeoffs and landings with my instructor. After my third landing he said, “All right, taxi back to the passenger area.”

“Why?” I asked even though I already knew the answer to my question.

“Because I am getting out. It’s time for you to solo,” he said.

I slowed the airplane to a stop as we pulled onto the passenger ramp.

“Fly the same way you did with me and you’ll be fine. I’ll be talking to you on the traffic pattern radio. Go get ’em!” he said. Then he unplugged his headset and jumped out of the airplane and ran toward the terminal. I’d never felt so alone as I did sitting by myself in that airplane.

And just like that, once my instructor was out of sight, all of my nerves were gone. It was now or never.

I pushed in the throttle and the airplane began to vibrate as it started to move forward toward the runway. As I turned the plane into position for takeoff, I went over what I had to do in my head: three takeoffs, three landings. Piece of cake.

“Dallesport traffic, Cessna Three-Five-Zero Delta Echo, taking off runway three-one, staying in the traffic pattern,” I said over the air traffic radio. This airport was really small, so there was no air tower separating and controlling traffic. It was up to the pilots in this airspace to maintain communication with and separation from other air traffic.

My right hand on the throttle, my left on the yoke flight control, I pushed the throttle all the way in and the aircraft roared to life, barreling down the runway. As the needle continued to rise on my airspeed indicator, I pulled back on the yoke and felt the nose wheel of the airplane lift off the ground, followed by the trailing wheels. I was airborne! For the first time in my life I was flying solo.

As I climbed to traffic pattern altitude, the scenery below grew distant. I made a left turn to begin my traffic pattern. Takeoff was complete and successful. It was time to set up for landing. When I was halfway through the traffic pattern I made my radio call: “Dallesport traffic, Cessna Three-Five-Zero Delta Echo is downwind, turning base leg for landing runway three-one.”

I needed to get this right. Takeoffs were considerably easier than landings. My dad had told me: If things aren’t right on your final approach, do a go-around. Don’t ever think you are too good to do a go-around. They teach you how to do one for a reason.

A go-around is merely aborting the landing by putting in full throttle, continuing to fly rather than descend, and climbing back up to altitude to allow yourself to set up the landing again. A pilot can do a go-around for any reason that he or she feels would make the landing unsafe, whether strong winds, overshooting the runway so there’s not enough room to land, or an object on the runway.

I pulled back the throttle and began my descent toward the runway, turning the airplane to our final approach for landing.

“Three-Five-Zero Delta Echo, short final, runway three-one,” I said over the radio.

I pointed the nose toward the numbers on the end of the runway, just as I’d been taught. Using my peripheral vision to assess my rate of descent as I got closer to the ground, I was lined up as I should be.

As I crossed the threshold of the runway, I pulled back the throttle to idle in order to reduce power and I pulled back on the yoke flight control to flare the airplane to level it and allow the back wheels to touch down.

Squeeealll!

When I felt my back wheels make contact with the runway, I pulled back on the yoke as far as possible to keep the nose wheel off the ground as long as possible. The plane continued rushing down the dashed centerline of the runway, and as it slowed, the nose wheel touched down on the ground.

“Nice work, Amber!” my instructor said over the radio.

I was beaming. I couldn’t wait to do it again.



In September 2002, a few months after my solo flight, I took my private pilot’s license check ride and the written, oral, and flight exams. I passed all of them. I was officially a pilot. I didn’t want to wait another day. I applied for the Army Warrant Officer Flight Program.

Almost four months later, in mid-January 2003, I was on a bus with fellow recruits pulling into basic training—also known as boot camp—at Fort Jackson, outside Columbia, South Carolina. The primary basic training bases—Fort Knox, Fort Sill, and Fort Benning—were the training grounds for privates who would go on to careers in the infantry, artillery, and other combat arms jobs. Fort Jackson, or “Relaxin’ Jackson,” as the privates at other forts called it, was one of only three integrated boot camps, where women trained with men.

At Fort Jackson, I was beginning the first step of my training in Army aviation, the only branch of combat arms in which women were allowed then. The only reason I entered the Army was to become a combat pilot, and that’s exactly where I was headed.

The bus came to a stop, the door opened, and on climbed a drill sergeant straight out of central casting—big Smokey Bear hat, rippling muscles, and a stony expression on his face.

“You have thirty seconds to get your asses off of this bus into formation!” he said. “NOW! GO! GO! GO!”

After we’d scrambled off the bus and milled around awkwardly to get in line, the drill sergeant chewed out the young man next to me for having a smile on his face. It was probably one of sheer terror.

“What the hell do you think you’re smiling about? Wipe that smile off your face, Private!” he said about two inches from the recruit’s face.

Holy shit. This guy’s for real.

“Get down and give me twenty push-ups!”

We did.

“Get up! What do you think you’re doing? Are you eyeballing me? Are you talking to me? You think you can talk to me? Get down!”

Oh, my God. What did I sign up for? Is this my new reality?

It was: Get up. Get down. Get up. Get down. Until we were so tired we stopped thinking and simply obeyed the barking commands. Eventually we were herded into an auditorium for the “welcome.” My first day and I was already exhausted.

As we sat silently in the auditorium, drill sergeants roamed the aisles, hands clenched behind their backs, just waiting to pounce on someone who was whispering to a neighbor or not paying attention. Another drill sergeant walked onstage and looked out at us. The couple hundred terrified recruits stared back at him.

“Who wants to come up here and sing the Army song while we are waiting to begin?” he asked.

No one volunteered.

My heart started pounding. Singing in front of fellow recruits sounded worse than a couple hundred push-ups. I sank down in my seat, thankful I was on a side aisle, hoping I was out of the sergeant’s line of sight.

“You,” he said, pointing at a young man in one of the front rows.

The guy walked up onstage and awkwardly attempted to sing a song most of us didn’t know yet.

“First to fight for the right and to build the nation’s might, and the Army goes rolling along . . .”

After the song, the same drill sergeant briefed us on standard rules and what to expect over the next couple of days. No cell phones, no going anywhere alone—even to the bathroom—no fraternizing. We had to bring our canteens with us at all times and they always had to be full of water. He went over the contraband list. They specifically emphasized that Listerine mouthwash was not allowed. I knew better than to ask questions. In my two hours since I’d arrived at the base, I’d realized that the more invisible you were to the drill sergeants, the better. After the sergeant finished the brief, he looked out at us and said, “Do you miss your mom yet?”

Yes, I thought.

On the way out of the auditorium we were given paperwork, bed linens, and sleeping assignments. We didn’t have uniforms yet, but we were broken down into groups and instructed to march to our barracks. I walked into my bay, which was lined with twin-size bunk beds, and set my bag on a top bunk close to the door. I assumed if I took the top bunk people would mess with my stuff less, although I didn’t really have much with me anyway, just the clothes I was wearing and some toiletries. I had never traveled so light in my life.

Other women began to file in behind me and started claiming their bunks.

“Hey, can I have this one?” asked a girl who looked to be about eighteen years old.

“Sure,” I said.

“I’m Courtney Young,” she said, as she took the bottom bunk and set her stuff on her bed.

“It’s good to meet you,” I said.

She leaned in close and whispered, “I still have my cell phone if you want to use it.”

“Really? Thanks!”

Later that night, Courtney gave me her cell phone and I crawled into my wall locker next to my bunk and called my mom. And I didn’t get caught.

It was our little secret. Courtney and I became instant friends. She was at least five eight, a lot taller than I am at five four. She had long, dark hair and a fun, outgoing personality that always lightened our mood after we’d gotten yelled at by the drill sergeants. Courtney knew how to make our bunk beds to the drill sergeants’ standard, which helped us perform better on morning inspections.

A few days later we spent an entire day in the uniform warehouse called CIF—Central Issuing Facility—where we were issued uniforms and equipment. We got our daily uniform, the green and brown “woodland” combat uniforms known as BDUs (battle dress uniforms), black lace-up combat boots, physical training uniforms (sweatshirts and sweatpants that said “Army,” running shoes, hats, canteens, duffel bags, E-Tool (compact shovel), socks, sports bras, and more. We had every uniform and piece of gear for every scenario we’d face at basic training.

Almost two weeks later, on assignment day, the drill sergeants seemed to be randomly assigning us to our basic training companies. But Courtney and I cracked their code. The drill sergeants had lined us up in rows of fifty and, as they walked down each row, counted off “one,” “two,” “three,” “four,” assigning each soldier a number.

“Courtney, make sure you are in a number four spot. Make sure you get number four!” I whispered to her.

We managed to trade places with other soldiers just in time to make sure we both got assigned the number four without any of the drill sergeants noticing. We ended up being battle buddies, which meant we ended up going everywhere together.

Basic training is all about taking people from all walks of life, breaking them down, and building everyone back up to the same level. It teaches you everything. All you have to do is never quit. No matter what.

“They are always going to try and get you to quit,” my dad had told me before I left for boot camp. “They want to get rid of the weak ones. If you can’t make it through basic training—emphasis on the training—how do you expect to be able to fly a helicopter in combat? Always keep going. Take another step. Always keep putting one foot in front of the other. Never quit.”

He was right. Every time I was exhausted, pissed, overdone, pushed to my limit, I remembered his advice. “Pain is temporary, pride is forever” became my mantra, and I repeated it to myself every time I needed a little self-motivation.

About halfway through our training, we began running obstacle courses. They’re meant to instill confidence and teamwork. Mostly I thought they were fun. We crawled through mud, climbed over walls, and maneuvered across rope bridges and cargo nets.

We learned to tie a Swiss seat so that we could rappel down a fortyfoot wall called Victory Tower. On Victory Tower day, our company gathered in the bleachers next to the tower for our safety brief.

“Safety comes first. No talking. The drill sergeant at the top of the tower will give you further instructions. Climb the ladder to the top only when instructed to do so,” the drill sergeant said. “And now Sergeant Jackson will demonstrate rappelling the wall.”

Sergeant Jackson stood at the top of the tower ready to rappel. All of a sudden, next to him a human figure came up over the top and started free-falling four stories to the ground.

Boom!

The human figure hit the ground right in front of us. People screamed. I sat there in shock.

The drill sergeant started laughing.

I made myself look at the object lying on the ground. It didn’t move. Then I realized it was a dummy that we used to learn CPR on.

I had never rappelled before, had no idea what to expect, and now was recovering from the fact that I thought someone had just died right in front of my eyes. But all the drill sergeants thought it was hilarious. Almost immediately, they called on a few soldiers to get to the tower.

Then I heard, “Smith! You’re up.”

I ran to the wooden ladder and began the climb to the top. The higher I climbed the more nervous I got. At the top I pulled myself over the edge onto the platform where the drill sergeants were. I got in line behind a few other soldiers.

As I waited, one of the drill sergeants came up and inspected my Swiss seat harness. Then it was my turn.

I walked to the edge, looked over, and instantly regretted it. I imagined the dummy human flying through the air and the impact it made on the ground.

“I’m connecting you to the rope now,” the drill sergeant said as he locked me into the harness. “Are you ready to go?”

“No, Drill Sergeant,” I said honestly.

“Well, you better be,” he said, laughing. “Just lean back and push off. Go.”

I had to do it. If I died, I died, but I still had to try.

Pain is temporary, pride is forever.

Holding the rope, I leaned back over the edge so my legs were at a ninety-degree angle to the rest of my body and pushed off the wall. I didn’t fall. The rope held me just fine. I moved my right hand that was holding the rope away from my body to give me some slack in the rope just the way the drill sergeants had taught me. I pushed my legs and began bounding down the wall, going faster and faster every time I came back to the wall. Before I knew it, I was on the ground.

I loved it.

M16 rifle training followed Victory Tower day. We had to know our weapon inside and out: all of its components, how to clear a jam, and how to shoot a target. We spent hours in safety instruction. The Army had been using the M16 since the Vietnam War, where it was highly effective in jungle warfare. Even though we were still using the M16 at basic training, once I got to my operational unit as a helicopter pilot we would have the newer variant, the M4. A shorter, lighter rifle, it had internal components that were essentially the same, which was why it was so important to learn now how the M16 worked.

On range day, it was raining. I walked past my drill sergeant on the way to my firing position and yelled, “Weapons up and downrange, Drill Sergeant!” Each of us had to yell that to the drill sergeant every time we walked onto an active, live fire range. This meant that the barrel of my rifle was safely pointed downrange, away from people and toward the target.

The firing range had at least ten foxholes in a line facing downrange at the green plastic pop-up targets. The foxholes were about a couple feet deep and were surrounded by stacked sandbags. I walked to my firing position, set my M16 on the sandbags, and jumped down into the foxhole. The rain came right through my uniform as I propped the barrel of my M16 on a sandbag to help support it while I was firing. My Kevlar helmet was too big for my head and kept slipping down in front of my eyes. In between pushing the helmet back, I grabbed an ammo magazine that was sitting on the sandbag and slapped it into the rifle. I pulled the charging handle to the rear to put a round in the chamber.

“Fire when ready,” said my range instructor.

I pushed the safety switch from safe to semi, put my face close to the rifle, and aimed the front and rear sight posts on the target. I steadied my breathing and squeezed the trigger, again and again, adjusting my aim every time before firing.

Shooting was exhilarating. I’d shot rifles before, but never an M16. The only thing I didn’t like was how long it was. It doesn’t have a collapsible butt stock like the M4, and my arms aren’t that long, so it was a little harder for me than for bigger soldiers to keep it tucked in the pocket of my shoulder, which helps to aim accurately at the target and reach the trigger. But I made it work.

Every time we finished shooting at the range, we headed back to the barracks to deep-clean our M16s. The drill sergeants allowed us to talk while we were cleaning them, so Courtney and I always had a good chat. She and I would claim our spot on the hard floor and I’d lay out my cleaning cloth towel. I carefully dismantled all of the components of my weapon: the carrying handle, the rear sight post, the rail covers, the receiver. I grabbed my toothbrush from my cleaning kit and began brushing away any dust, dirt, or carbon that had gotten on each component since I last used it. I left for last the dismantling and cleaning of the bolt carrier, firing pin, firing retainer pin, and cam pin, because they were smaller and easier to lose. We’d been warned more than once not to lose them.

After our first day at the range and about an hour of cleaning, my M16 looked as good as new to me. I reassembled it, jumped up, and marched it over to my drill sergeant for inspection.

“My M16 is clean, Drill Sergeant,” I said.

He looked at me without saying anything and grabbed my M16 out of my hands. He inspected the outside, turning it over and looking at every single crevice. He opened the lower receiver of the rifle from the upper receiver and stuck his pinkie finger in the barrel. When he pulled out his finger, it had the smallest ring of black carbon soot on it.
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