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			“I have the good fortune of knowing Randy Jones for over twenty years, through our shared interest in optimizing MRI for the care of men with prostate cancer. Over all these years, Randy has deeply impressed me with his unflagging enthusiasm, innovation, and knowledge. His passion for advancing medical care continues to drive him forward as he pushes the envelope of imaging technology, building on his unique blend of training, experience, and entrepreneurship.”

			Fergus Coakley, MD

			Professor and Chair, Diagnostic Radiology

			OHSU, Portland

			“I’ve known Randy as a friend, a patient advocate, and yes—as a nerdy physicist. His ingenuity and eye for the future are only matched by his unflagging support for the health of humanity. This book gives us a glimpse of how empathy and technology can collide for the good of us all.”

			Eric Walser, MD

			John Sealy Professor and Chairman of Radiology 

			The University of Texas Medical Branch

			“It’s rare to meet such a driven and talented inventor and entrepreneur like Randy Jones. I’ve had the great pleasure of working with him in my role as CMO of Bot Image. His ability to balance the competing demands of scientific development and running a successful business is unlike any I’ve seen before. And to top it off, he’s as engaging as any of the visionaries in Silicon Valley—a true Renaissance man! I have zero doubt that everyone will enjoy and benefit from this book.”

			Patrick D. Browning, MD, MA, MSL

			Radiologist

			CMO Bot Image, Inc.

			“We have been friends for years, so when my PSA scores became elevated and doctors started talking about surgical procedures, I knew I had to turn to someone that I could honestly trust. That was my friend who I have admired for years regarding his intelligence and rational thinking. I am not sure if other MRI scans would have detected the prostate cancer lesion or not, but I knew for certain that he would give me the best advice on where to go next. I cannot thank him enough for his wisdom and compassion.”

			Scott Makinster

			USAssets, LLC

			“Looking forward to an interesting read. Dr. Jones has been part of the development of MRI as both a scientist and an entrepreneur and has been successful in both roles.”

			Steven M. Wright

			Royce E. Wisenbaker Professor, Electrical and Computer Engineering

			Texas A&M University

			“In this wonderful book, Randy Jones articulates a story of success. It’s a triumph of creativity, science, and entrepreneurship. This prostate cancer survivor is a nonconformist that responds to challenges with inspiring thought, candor, and conviction. Through artificial intelligence, Jones has been able to identify lesions in a way the world has yet to see and I’m confident the medical field will endorse. A great educational read from a brave American spirit.”

			Dr. Fernando J. Bianco

			CEO

			Focalyx

			“The problem with most translational science is that you seldom get good feedback between the scientist and the end user. By being relentless, actively working on both ends of the process without the middlemen, and learning from failures, he has achieved what no one else can.

			Physicians are trained to understand a complex system and work within it. Randy reimagines the system itself. The Elon Musk of modern MRI development.”

			Benjamin B. McDaniel, MD

			Radiologist, Syracuse NY
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			To Dad: you instilled the desire to learn and enforced the discipline to succeed.

			To TSgt Thomas J. Ballard: my departed mentor and best friend in military service.

			To Melanie: the love of my life—my rock.
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			If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more, and become more, you are a leader.

			—John Quincy Adams, former US president
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			Introduction

			It was the fall of 1994, and I was on staff at the University of Nebraska Medical Center, working as its first magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) physicist in the department of radiology. It was a day like any other. I was in my lab in the basement of the hospital, which is where they put all the researchers—as far away from patients and providers as possible so as not to frighten or nauseate the unenlightened with our experiments. I was just across the hall from a biolab where animals were frequently dissected and studied after various treatments. I was running tests on one of my MRI antennae using a radio frequency (RF) network-spectrum analyzer when my wife, Sharyn, called.

			She was frantic. Our three-year-old daughter, Emma, had passed out at day care. Up until this point, she had been a healthy, curious toddler. She loved to read, study nature, and play-act with her older sister, Abby, in elaborate dress-ups. Emma had been interacting with other kids at our neighbor’s home day care when she’d suddenly had an apparent seizure.

			Sharyn said Emma was en route to the hospital—my hospital—and I immediately rushed to the emergency room to meet her. Emma was still unconscious when the ambulance arrived. I felt awful and helpless seeing my little blonde that way. She was instantly surrounded by a swarm of medical personnel who checked her pulse, respiration, blood pressure, and heart rhythm and got a quick history from her mother and me.

			Fortunately, Emma regained consciousness during this preliminary examination. I had gone into my diagnostician caretaker mode and was conferencing with her neurologist and radiologist. They had done a good job of keeping things calm and professional, and they both agreed that an MRI was needed to help determine what might have happened.

			When I returned to her room with the doctors, Sharyn and Emma were both red eyed from crying. I swallowed hard, and we explained what would happen next.

			Since I was on staff, Sharyn and I were able to accompany the radiologist and Emma into the MRI department. I knew all about the upcoming procedure and its level of accuracy. In fact, this was my specialty. I took the doctor aside and said, “Doc, we’re going to use my MRI antenna. It’s a prototype that I recently invented. It’s been tested. It’s safe, and it significantly outperforms the existing head coil (brain antenna) that you’re about to use. We’ll get much better diagnostic images with it.”

			The doctor was a friend and colleague of mine. In fact, he had explained to me months ago that the radiology world could use a pediatric brain and spine coil. So, being an entrepreneur, I began designing one. He wasn’t a bit surprised that I wanted to use it.

			“Well, Dr. Jones,” he said in his Southern drawl, “if you think this dog will hunt, we’ll use it. We both want the prettiest pictures we can get, don’t we?”

			We were both aware we were bending hospital rules, but he was the doctor in charge and knew the risk/benefit ratio. Although I had never used my device on humans, he had seen the results of my experiments using jugs of salt water to simulate human tissue. These showed significant signal-to-noise improvements, and there appeared to be almost zero risk.

			He agreed to move forward and worry about the paperwork later.

			I helped Emma get settled on the MRI table and positioned her head within the prototype, which was made of PVC pipe (sanitized, of course) with a temporary suede cover over the electronics. I continually reassured Emma that everything was going to be all right. She was my little peach. She was understandably a little shaken up and nervous, but she behaved wonderfully. I had actually used her for sizing tests, so she was familiar with the coil and her geeky dad in his white lab coat.

			I went into the scanning room with the doctor to assist the MRI technologist, while Sharyn stayed behind and held Emma’s hand until she disappeared into the MRI bore.

			The next forty minutes were pretty tense. The radiologist and I were able to view the images in real time, and I was relieved when no abnormalities appeared. As I used to write on my US Air Force equipment diagnostic reports: “No trouble found.”

			Later, after the neurologist reviewed the report, he debriefed Sharyn and me. “Well,” he said somewhat casually, “we all have a little seizure now and then.” He told us not to worry, that it was unlikely to reoccur, and it was OK to take our baby girl home.

			The experience scared the hell out of us, no doubt. But what allowed me to sleep that night was the knowledge that my MRI antenna was much more accurate than the one they would have used. Emma’s brain was normal and healthy, and, indeed, she never had another reoccurrence.
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			The first patient, my daughter Emma, for my pediatric brain spine coil. Halloween 1994.

			I had invented several MRI antennae before this one. However, I am not a medical doctor. I am a translator—not of languages but of science. As a PhD electrical engineer and MRI physicist, I translate scientific discoveries and perceived clinical shortcomings into commercially viable products that improve healthcare—especially on the diagnostic side.

			I look for opportunities by listening to physicians and other healthcare providers as they describe problems they wish they could solve. I do it for fun, for challenge, for a living—but this experience with my daughter reminded me of the life-enhancing and even lifesaving aspects of what I do. It’s a way, however small, to control our destiny a bit more.

			I am the founder and CEO of ScanMed, LLC (an MRI hardware company), and Bot Image (an artificial intelligence software firm). These companies are built around my twenty patents and patents pending. Over the years, my companies and I have changed the practice of medicine in many significant ways while saving countless lives.

			Making a fortune and recruiting investors has never been my priority. I have grown my businesses organically and have greatly enjoyed doing so. I’m writing this book to tell my story, share my experiences, and offer some words of wisdom and encouragement to others who are also fighting to improve the healthcare system.

			My story is that of a modern-day David taking on Goliaths, the corporate and insurance giants who move slowly and resist change. It’s about taking calculated risks and starting companies with very little capital in an arena with very tall barriers to entry. It’s about “putting it all on the table” based solely on the belief that your idea and your invention is a game changer. Sometimes it doesn’t work out, and sometimes you fail, but that doesn’t mean you give up. 

			Whether you’re a fellow entrepreneur, a C-suite executive in healthcare, a radiology manager, a device company executive, or an MRI technologist or radiologist, I hope you find this book entertaining as well as informative and inspiring. We can change the system for the better; my career is proof of that.

			This book is organized into three parts. Part I describes my humble roots in the cattle country of Nebraska and how I traded becoming a cowboy for the US military and eventually degrees in bioengineering and electrical engineering.

			Part II is about learning, acceptance, humility, triumph, and success, which is the road I traveled in launching ScanMed. It’s about finding your way, both professionally and personally, and starting and growing a sustainable business.

			Part III is about expanding the business and yourself, as I’m currently doing with Bot Image, in order to reach even higher levels. It’s about taking larger risks but with much-improved vision and openness to partnerships and investors. It’s about stepping up the public relations game and going against a natural tendency to not “thump one’s chest.”

			Overall, this book chronicles my battle against closed-mindedness and resistance to change within the healthcare system. Imagine if my little girl had a small cancerous tumor, and that my much-improved MRI antenna hadn’t been available. The tumor could have been easily missed, leading to far worse outcomes. I have seen this happen often during my career—inadequate technology and/or physician training resulting in misdiagnoses.

			We can do better—always!

			Part I

			[ Roots  ]
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Chapter 1

			
Humble Beginnings

			Your life does not get better by chance. It gets better by change.

			—Jim Rohn

			“It’s just too windy to launch today, Randy.”

			My dad knew how important it was for me, his second son, to launch the latest rocket I’d been working on, but conditions just weren’t right.

			This always happens on a Saturday and ruins my plans, I thought, but not today!

			Building model rockets was one of many hobbies I enjoyed, especially because it allowed me to spend a few hours with my dad. He was a robust, driven man who co-owned a Frontier service station at the intersection of Highways 2 and 83 near Thedford, Nebraska. This was lonely, rural country—sixty miles from the nearest sizable city.

			Dad (or “Hap” as his friends called him, which was short for “Happy”) was just over six feet tall and weighed 220 pounds. He often said he could outwork any twenty-year-old, and he proved it every day. He was accustomed to physical labor as much as he was managing a filling station, truck stop, vehicle-repair garage, tire shop, tank wagon, and feed-delivery service. He worked hard to support my mom and us four kids.

			Home during my early years in central Nebraska was a two-bedroom trailer that included bunk beds in one room, where my brothers and I slept until Dad built us a house when I was nine. With no carpenters or plumbers within sixty miles, you had to become self-sufficient. Despite some tough times, he always managed to stay positive and joke with friends and strangers alike. You didn’t stay a stranger long with Hap Jones.

			I attended Thedford Junior High School and enjoyed technology. I read everything I could find on it and had taught myself basic electronics and soldering to further expand my rocketing. I’d ordered an electronic transponder kit from Estes Rocket, built it, and tested it with my brand-new transistor radio from Radio Shack. It was one of the first consumer-priced handheld radios you could buy, and it cost me an entire summer’s wages (about forty-nine dollars back in 1967).

			Out in the country, you started working for your family or your neighbors by the time you were thirteen, and I was no different. I pumped gas, serviced cars, and did various other odd jobs. After working all summer, I actually looked forward to school starting, as it was more interesting than all of the above—except, that is, for two-a-day football practices. I played eight- then six-man ball due to the small size of my schools. I started as a defensive back my sophomore year, and by the time I was a senior I was also the starting half back. This made for some long, tiring games.

			I recall intercepting a pass my sophomore year while playing the larger Class C school thirty miles west of us. My older brother was a senior, and he threw some blocks that helped me run it back just short of a touchdown. I also played basketball (sixth man starter sub) and even dabbled in rodeo and saddle breaking horses.

			I made all-conference in football my senior year and was offered a scholarship to Wayne State College in northeastern Nebraska. But I didn’t enjoy football practices as much as I did building rockets. It was just too damn hot, sweaty, and grueling, running in full pads across lumpy cow-trodden meadows down by the Middle Loup River.

			“Don’t worry, Dad,” I said. “We’ll be able to find this rocket even if the wind blows it over the river and into the high hills on the other side.”

			“What makes you think so, son? We’ve lost several on days just like this, and you were pretty upset.”

			“I have a transponder inside this one,” I replied proudly. “Listen.” And as I held my radio up to his ear, I saw his eyes and his smile widen.

			“OK then, let’s fire away! Just don’t be a crybaby if we lose it.”

			In the Sandhills of Nebraska, high winds are common, and on clear days you can see for miles from the tops of the grassy dunes. There were no man-made structures for tens of miles as you left the valley—only the barbed wire fencing that kept the herds of cattle off the highway and apart from the adjacent ranches.

			My rocket shot up in a cloud of white smoke. After a while I lost sight of it, but I was accustomed to following the trajectory, and Dad had his binoculars. The chute deployed at about five hundred feet, and, as predicted, the wind took it toward the river a half mile away. Dad watched it grow ever smaller in his magnified view, telling me what was happening. I could still hear its transponder through the radio, but it was getting weaker by the minute.

			“Wow, it just shot up again, like another engine went off,” Dad exclaimed. “Must have been a heck of a thermal.” Dad had flown in a Cessna 140 many times over this country, so he knew about updrafts and downdrafts.

			Dad was smart in many ways, even though he was only high school educated. In fact, he convinced his father to let him finish his last two years of high school instead of working full time on their farm. But he ended up doing both because there were plenty of chores to do before and after school, such as milking the cows, feeding the cattle and pigs, fixing farm equipment, and always repairing the barn and fence.

			Dad also read a ton, and, like most members of farm families, he was a self-taught mechanic. He grew up on a poor farm in Buffalo County, Nebraska. He quickly realized he wasn’t going to make anything out of that dirt patch, so after graduation he left to take a job as a ranch foreman in the remote northern Sandhills off Highway 83. He eventually met my mom, and they pulled together a down payment on a dilapidated two-pump gas station. Their reputation as hardworking, competent, honest people enabled them to finance the rest on a handshake with the bank.

			Dad liked to invest in new technologies, and he slowly used them to build his business. One year he bought an electronic engine diagnostic system. I was the designated reader of instructions for that, and I taught the hired hands to use it.

			The rocket was now approaching the huge hills on the south side of the river. Dad was still watching it with his binoculars as it cleared one peak and touched down.

			“Let’s go!” he said, heading toward his pickup truck. “Let’s find that rocket!”

			We had done this drill a few times before, as he had reminded me prior to launch. We never found the rockets because one peak looked just like the next out there. Even though you thought you knew exactly where it came down, it was really only a starting point for your search.

			We drove a mile and a half upriver to the nearest bridge, crossed, and then went south on Highway 83. We turned and stopped at a gate in the barbed wire fence. Dad knew everybody for a hundred miles in all directions, so we didn’t need permission to drive into the pastureland. I jumped out, opened the gate, and then closed it behind him after he drove through.

			We were on a bumpy double-track trail, used only occasionally by ranchers for checking their cattle and windmills. And we soon left that to head toward the tallest peaks of the grass-covered hills. We stayed parallel to the river, which was far below us, winding around blowouts (barren, hard sand resulting from wind, water, and cattle erosion) and steep embankments. Finally, we came to the peak that Dad had seen in his binoculars, and I started picking up a faint signal on my radio. I had the volume turned all the way up and was constantly moving the antenna and giving him directions.

			We drove through the rough, hilly country for another fifteen minutes in the general direction of the wind, hearing the chirp-chirp of the radio grow louder until we both exclaimed, “There it is!”

			The rocket’s parachute had caught on a wild chokecherry bush on the south side of a very steep peak. But we were able to retrieve it and, after exchanging high fives, drove back home with me sharing dreams of my next project and adventure.
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			It was a hard living out in the Sandhills, and it remains so today with cattle prices impacting everyone’s lives in an area that relies almost exclusively on beef production. It takes about two acres of Sandhills grassland to graze one head of cattle, plus you need rich meadows for growing hay for the winter. So the smallest ranch is usually about a thousand acres.

			During high school, I worked on ranches like that located forty to sixty miles north of Dad’s service station. I started driving to and from work when I was fourteen on roads of rutted sand trails that ran perpendicular to the blacktop highway. I learned to drive a tractor with a nine-foot cycle mower, another with a forty-foot straight rake, and another that hauled the A-frame stacker used to harvest and pile hay into nine-ton stacks.

			I always chose the highest-paying (and most dangerous) job in the hayfield crew—the “stacker.” This entailed standing or hanging outside of a wire cage, waiting for the next half ton of hay to be thrust up the angled sled of the A-frame and thrown in. The cage was just strands of #9 wire about eighteen inches apart, hanging from a steel circular loop.

			The stacker was armed with a pitchfork and hung onto one dangling wire while standing on the last load of hay he had spread and tamped down with his feet. After the stack had grown to fifteen to twenty feet, it was challenging to hang onto the wire with one hand and a pitchfork in the other while bracing for the impact of the next thousand pounds of hay hitting the inside of the cage and releasing dirt, chaff, seeds, and other assorted things.

			It was an old and repeated joke to watch the stacker bail out of the cage whenever a bumblebee nest or angry bull snake got thrown in with the load, but nobody was going to stop or even slow down the harvest because of a little Mother Nature. We worked extra hard on Fridays so we wouldn’t have to work Saturday and get the entire weekend off! If we achieved our goals, we’d shower, put on our best shirt, jeans, and boots, rush to town along those dirt roads and eventual blacktop, and spend part of the weekend doing laundry and patching jeans. Holes weren’t fashionable then because skin protection was more important in the elements.

			This is how I was raised—on hard work, old-fashioned values, and ingenuity. But I also learned entrepreneurial, sales, and business skills from my father at his service station. He taught me how to run the cash register, count change, and outsmart the money swindlers. Very seldom were gas and grocery payments made with a credit card back in those days. Because the station was on an increasingly used route for truckers and combine crews, Dad’s business grew and so did the size of the transactions. It was routine for a combine crew of a dozen or so trucks and pickups to come through and guzzle hundreds of gallons of fuel. We had the old-style nonautomated gas pumps that turned on and off with a lever. My job was to monitor our four pumps, writing down the number of gallons that each vehicle in the convoy consumed. After they were all done, I wrote the tally in a log that I presented to the foreman. He would then hand this kid a wad of hundred-dollar bills, and I would calculate the change in my head. Customers were often surprised and amused that I was trusted with this job, and that I carried it out with such speed and confidence. Looking back, I know that’s where I developed quick thinking, not to mention my great math skills.

			It was a humble beginning for my dad as well because it started off as a two-pump station sitting on a sandy lot with no concrete drive or weather cover. But Dad was a salesman, and he knew how to grow a business. Those who traveled these roads on their routine or annual trips—like the combiners, for instance—loved him. He and his business partner made it a well-known stop. They expanded the business to include tank-wagon service, cattle feed sales, car-and-truck service, and about anything else they could make an extra buck on in the middle of nowhere.
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			My older brother, Jay, and I enjoying a summertime treat next to Dad’s service station. Circa 1959.

			I diagnosed and tuned up cars with the new diagnostic machine. I repaired flat tires, installed and balanced new ones, welded broken struts—I was becoming a jack-of-all-trades just like my dad. But while it was great having so much responsibility at such a young age, it didn’t take me long to notice that Dad wasn’t exactly getting wealthy, and he worked harder and longer than any of his employees.

			Later, I observed that the same was true of ranching. The only way ranch hands could get ahead was by owning a portion of the ranch, and that was extremely rare. As I got older, I learned to drive cattle from horseback and also to raise and care for horses, as well as break them. Breaking a two- or three-year-old colt required some serious grit and strength. I saw one of them kick a two-by-six plank and snap it like a toothpick. I used a cutoff hoe handle with a twenty-four-inch rubber hose clamped to the end as an “enlightenment stick” while breaking horses. Every day in that business was like a miniature rodeo.

			Dad taught my older brother and me how to use a rifle when we were eight or nine years old, and we later routinely went deer hunting with high-powered rifles on our own through high school. We also used shotguns to hunt pheasant and prairie chicken in the fall. There was never a shortage of wild game to eat at our house, as well as fresh fish. There was an abandoned gravel pit across the highway from the service station where we swam and caught lots of nice bass and crappie.

			My mom, Audrey, was, and is, a heck of a cook and had a reputation as such among the neighbors, who never turned down an invitation to supper. She was happy to fry up any fish or game birds we brought home, as long as they were perfectly field dressed and cleaned. That, of course, never happened to her satisfaction, so she put the finishing touches on our work by checking for small bones in the fish or missed lead-shot pellets in the birds. Her best dish was chicken noodle soup, made from a fresh chicken carcass and homemade egg noodles.

			Mom was a very fastidious person, who fretted about the tidiness of her home. She made do with little money and helped supplement the family income by working as a bank teller. She was an excellent quilter as well, and she and Dad were also natural musicians. They played various instruments and sang duet on a local radio program out of the Broken Bow, Nebraska, area. Dad could play the steel guitar, bass, banjo, mandolin, ukulele—just about anything with strings. At one time, we even had a country-and-western band called The Strangers. Dad played rhythm guitar/banjo/ukulele. My brother, Jay, played bass. His friend Larry was the lead guitarist, and I drummed. Mom occasionally joined us on the piano or accordion.
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			There was an airport just down the road from the service station. It wasn’t the kind you checked into for a cross-country flight. Rather, it was one landing strip running parallel to the river. The whole airport was only a few acres, but it was built on the only flat land in the Sandhills. One of Dad’s many friends, Allan Robinson, owned and operated this chunk of river bottom, with a few shacks housing single- and/or dual-seat Piper Cubs and small Cessna aircraft.

			Allan took a liking to me during the summers I helped at the service station. He was a gregarious sort, always laughing and kidding with anyone who came into the station. He was one of our “regulars.” He’d sit at an old table and play pitch for a “quarter a game, dime set.” I joined in now and then, even though a few of the old gruffs didn’t like that “damned kid” taking their quarters. It was murder trying to keep a good poker face during those games. A dollar meant a lot, and some of those pots were upward of $2.50.

			One day Allan asked me if I’d like to learn to fly, and I didn’t hesitate saying yes. He looked at Dad and said, “Hap, I’m betting you ten bucks that I’ll have this kid flying solo before he gets his driver’s license.”

			Despite the fact that I was only fourteen, Dad took his bet. Allan immediately turned to me and said, “Randy, let’s get on with your first flight.”

			I looked at Dad, still not believing my good fortune, and he said, “Go ahead—it’s slow today, and I can run the cash register.”

			So Allan and I headed downriver and were soon conducting preflight checks at the end of the asphalt runway. The weather was good, and he would be “flying windmills” today.

			Allan made most of his living by contracting with cattle ranchers to fly over their thousands of remote acres and check on the herds and their watering holes. The windmills were mechanical pumps that drove fresh water into the cattle tanks. These large-diameter anodized-steel tanks were a couple of feet deep and a lifeline to the cattle roaming the hills. They often lounged around these watering holes while taking a break from their grazing. Allan had produced hand-drawn maps with compass headings and distances (in minutes of flight time) between each of the watering holes on the ranches he contracted with.

			Now this was the first time I had ever been in an airplane, and it was exhilarating—at least initially. Then the g-forces from flying in tight circles around the windmills hit me, and I was far less thrilled. Allan taught me how to contract my stomach muscles in order to suppress the nausea.

			As the summer progressed, I became Allan’s copilot. He’d turn over the controls of the Cessna 140 to me, saying, “Randy, just fly the route on the clipboard, check that each windmill is pumping water, and go to the next heading—you know the drill.” Then he’d take a nap while I flew the routes. I never had nausea when I was at the controls.

			One day I was flying over the steepest of the hills—hundreds of feet above the small depression where the windmill was located. I had to dive down to see if the water was pumping. Well, dive down I did, throwing the plane into a steep bank as I buzzed the windmill. Since I was looking for water, I wasn’t paying attention to my heading. I looked up just in time to see a hilltop in front of me.

			“Holy shit!” I yelled and poured on the throttle, just managing to straighten the plane out and clear the hill. Allan woke up while I was doing this and looked over at me with a silly grin.

			“Well,” he said, “you just learned a valuable lesson, didn’t you? Now that you’ve experienced this, let’s see what happens when you can’t recover from such a spiraled flight.”

			“What?” I said, incredulous. “You want me to do that on purpose?”

			“No time like the present,” replied Allan. “This is a very important lifesaving lesson. Take her up to five thousand feet.”

			When I got there, he told me to put the plane into a very tight circle with wings nearly vertical to one another. I followed his instructions and then tried to pull out of this spiral when he told me to. I strained at the yoke, but the plane wouldn’t budge. It stayed in the spiral as the altimeter started clicking off hundreds of feet per second.

			“This is when poor pilots panic, Randy. Watch this.”

			Allan took the controls. He poured on the throttle, added reverse flaps to counter the spin, and eventually straightened the plane out.

			“That is how you get out of a death spiral,” he said. “Don’t forget it!”

			And I never did.

			We agreed to not discuss this lesson with Dad.

			One more flying story: Another time, when we were returning from a ranch about forty miles south of the station, we encountered thick fog. Climbing above it would get us back home, but we wouldn’t be able to see the runway and land. The Cessna’s only instruments were a compass, airspeed indicator, and altimeter, so we were in a bit of a fix.

			We took a northerly tack. Allan told me to watch for telephone poles, power lines, car taillights—anything that would indicate we had reached the highway. He continued descending until we could just make out some grassy hilltops. The minutes passed like hours as we sweated it out.

			Suddenly, I noticed a pair of red lights passing beneath us and yelled to Allan, “We’ve just crossed the highway!” He gently corrected course, banked back, and told me to “keep your eyes on those taillights!” He reduced speed, but it wasn’t enough to stay behind the car. So we anxiously waited to see the next set of lights.

			Fortunately, there was some traffic on the old Highway 83 that day. We kept to a true north heading, skipping over cars on our way to the intersection with Highway 2. The fog cleared a little as we approached the intersection, and we were able to see the river bridge and cars traveling at right angles to us. Allan cranked the plane to a true east heading, and we followed Highway 2 for two miles parallel to the river, past Dad’s service station, and landed with less than a hundred feet visibility. No worries about the runway being busy or the lack of a control tower. Who else would be flying in this shit? I thought.
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			As you’ve probably gathered, the Sandhills were a great place to grow up and learn how to be self-sufficient. Even though it was remote and our town had only three hundred residents, my schooling and teachers were excellent. There were twelve kids in my high school graduating class, and it wouldn’t feel right to brag about being valedictorian even if I had been. (In fact, I was third with a GPA of 3.9.) There was a grand total of three of us in the advanced math and science classes during my junior and senior years. We all qualified for the state scholastic contests at the capital and competed with kids from the big Class AAA schools. All three of us placed in the top ten in math and physics. Linda went on to become an actuarial. Kathy became a physician, and I eventually found my path and ended up a PhD engineer and MRI physicist.

			My academic success helped convince me that I did not want to live the rest of my life in this wonderful but wild and hard country. I realized that the opportunities were slim to none of me ever accumulating wealth and seeing the world. To coin a phrase I learned later in life after watching the original Star Trek series, I wanted to “live long and prosper.”

			But how could I leave the Sandhills and not burden my parents with more college bills, as they were already putting my older brother through school? Plus, they also had two other mouths to feed—my younger brother, Dallas, and baby sister, Melanie. And although I was an A student, I was tired of the books as well as the routine of a small town and often smaller opportunities. One negative about my schooling and growing up in a small town was that I had virtually no guidance as to what opportunities were out there, and I heard nothing great about college from my older brother.

			So I started searching on my own and had a great idea: Why not join the military and let them educate me and send me around the world? Uncle Sam would even pay for some of my college at some point in time.

			A US Air Force recruiter out of the big city of North Platte, Nebraska, traveled sixty-five miles to meet with me, my best friend, Troy Nutter, and our parents at my folks’ house. After hearing the spiel, my dad looked at Russ (Troy’s dad), and they agreed to let us join the Air Force—if they would take us.

			Days later, Troy and I were “delayed enlisted” in the USAF, meaning we would ship out after finishing high school. It was January 1973, and the Vietnam conflict was raging, but I had found a way out.

			[image: ]

			
Chapter 2

			
Off for Adventure

			A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

			—Lao Tzu

			Two weeks after high school graduation in June 1974, Troy and I found ourselves doing push-ups with a hundred other recruits on the hot asphalt of a repurposed runway at Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio, Texas. Our heads had been shaved, and we were dressed in drab green cotton uniforms and stiff black leather boots. We were “military men” now and expected to conform to basic training rules.

			I wouldn’t call the academics very challenging, though—just learning commands, command structure, military history and customs, and basic defense and weaponry. Hell, I was already a marksman, having grown up with a rifle, and I proved that immediately during firing drills with an M16.

			I was prone on the range when the training instructor, or TI, yelled, “Stop firing! Stop firing!” Some idiot pulled off another round, and the next thing he felt was the heel of the assistant gunnery ranger’s boot on the back of his head.

			“This ain’t the carnival, AB (Airman Basic) Smith. Pay the hell attention!”

			The TI, who was standing over me during all this, asked, “Jones, where the hell did you learn to shoot like that?”

			“I was hunting at age nine and shooting heads off turtles in the lake for ten cents apiece and prairie dogs for twenty-five cents a tail.”

			“What caliber?” he asked.

			“A .22 long rifle, TI.”

			“How close were you to those prairie dogs?”

			“I’d crawl on my belly through the grass to within thirty to thirty-five yards of the scout dog, sir—I mean, TI.” (Training instructors didn’t like to be called “sir,” as that term was reserved for officers. Their standard reply, when they’re being nice, is “Don’t call me sir; I work for a living.”)

			The TI looked surprised and a bit skeptical given the small target, the smaller caliber, the distance, and my story about sneaking up on the nervous little critters. I guess he thought they only taught those skills in the military.

			“Airman Basic, that little peashooter isn’t an M16 and doesn’t kick like one.”

			“No, sir, but my 30-06 kicked harder and had better distance than this little 5.56 mm does. I like the handling and weight of this rifle, though.”

			He raised his eyebrows at “sir” but let it pass and actually grinned.

			“Well, you blasted the center out of your hundred-yard target, so I guess you’ve had some experience. I’m going to recommend you get some extra attention from the higher-ups in choosing your next assignment out of here. But don’t let that go to your head, Airman Basic.”

			As he turned and walked away, he yelled, “Clear the firing range!” After hearing an “All clear!” he yelled again, “Resume firing until empty!”

			Later that evening after barracks cleaning, showers, and chow, the guy who bunked next to me, Joe, asked why I shot turtles and prairie dogs for money. Evidently, he’d been nearby on the range and heard my exchange.

			“That seems like some bloodlust and senseless killing,” he said.

			“Joe,” I replied, “my dad taught my brothers and me how to hunt and fish when we were young, and we supplemented the family meals with fresh protein.”

			“But you didn’t eat those turtles or prairie dogs, did you?” he interrupted.

			“Of course not. But word got out in the ranching and fishing communities that us Jones boys were marksmen. So the fishermen hired us to thin the turtle population so they wouldn’t ruin their fishing holes. And the ranchers hired us to keep the prairie dogs in check so their cattle wouldn’t step in their increasing number of holes and break their legs.

			“We were the local pest controllers,” I continued. “We were just helping keep things balanced. Although coyotes, rattlers, and bull snakes helped some, they couldn’t keep up. In fact, I’ve crawled to within feet of a coiled rattler and nearly pissed my pants, but I kept cool and very slowly crawled back with the gun stock in front of my face.”

			Joe didn’t argue further with me.
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			After six weeks of doing calisthenics on the tarmac, we had to pass a “confidence course.” This consisted of running, jumping over obstacles, climbing walls with and without rope assists, crawling through a muddy slough while rubber bullets whizzed overhead, crossing a rope bridge, and other fun things. After crossing the finish line, I wondered if I had taken a wrong turn. No one but the TI was around. Then Troy rounded the corner and joined me in the shade. We looked at each other, shrugged, and waited another ten minutes or so before the rest of the guys came gasping in. Guess the country living, playing sports, and playing in the wild paid off—again.

			Troy and I had signed up for six years and received two stripes after basic training for our extra commitment. We happened to get assigned to the same basic skills training base at Keesler Air Base in Biloxi, Mississippi. There, I was selected for ground radio repairman due to my high-aptitude electronics testing and marksmanship capabilities, as well as it being a requirement for becoming a forward air controller. FACs were in demand in Vietnam. They went behind or near enemy lines to direct air strikes on visual targets. They were experts in stealth and evasion, radio communications and field repairs, marksmanship and munitions. Time would tell whether I would attend FAC school, but I was on that track.

			Troy was selected for a different maintenance field, but we were still dorm mates. We had to rise and shine at o’dark thirty, form up with the rest of our unit, and march a few miles across base to the education centers. After marching back to the dorm at noon, we performed cigarette butt and trash patrol. Troy and I tired of that routine after the first couple of weeks and volunteered to go to night school to learn how to become squad leaders—the guys who led the marching units and who didn’t have to pick up trash afterward! It was my first leadership role in the military as an airman first class.

			Troy and I finished our respective courses, and because I graduated top of class I had the privilege of choosing from a couple of bases in need of my newfound skill set. I chose Ellsworth Air Force Base, just east of Rapid City, South Dakota. It was beautiful country and the start of a new adventure. But with the war in Vietnam coming to a close in January 1975, the USAF was no longer adding to its inventory of FACs, so I continued with my original training, repairing communication and radio frequency detection equipment.

			[image: ]   [image: ]   [image: ] 

			I put girl chasing on hold for a time and learned additional skill sets, including scuba diving. One of my coworkers, Staff Sergeant (SSgt) Tim Aukshun, had been stationed in the Philippines where he became a PADI dive instructor. After the bookwork of memorizing dive tables and learning how to hook up and operate the gear, Tim set up a stiff swim-training regime in addition to scuba practice drills in the base pool.

			I was still wearing Coke-bottle eyeglasses, since this was years before contact lenses were readily available, so I needed vision correction on my mask. Fortunately, Tim’s wife had about the same prescription for nearsightedness, and her glasses were the ’70s style with large-diameter lenses. So we took an old pair, removed the curved lenses, and superglued them at their four corners to the front of my mask. Water could pass behind the lenses, keeping the refraction more constant and the lenses clean and fog-free. It worked like a charm; I had great corrected vision underwater!
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