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  I Am


  Your options are limited only by your fears.


  —Unknown


  MY MOM AND DAD DEDICATED THEIR LIVES TO SHAPING MY sisters and me into people who paid attention to the forces guiding our lives, preparing us for the pursuit of quintessence, or as I definite it, the ultimate and truest essence of life.


  Dad, a professor, spent four decades teaching and mentoring thousands of students. Each semester a new batch of undergraduates would take their seats in dingy old classroom 101 at Oklahoma State University for “The Geography of Sport.” On Rooney standard time, five minutes late, a fiery Irishman wearing Ray-Ban Wayfarers catapulted through the door, and the students quickly began to realize that this would be like no other class they had ever taken.


  If GQ magazine had a distinguished-professor edition, Dad would have graced its cover by now. Decked out in his tweed jacket with suede elbow pads and a maroon-and-yellow-striped tie with a Windsor knot, he welcomed the next generation of young leaders to his laboratory. Dad is a passionate teacher and truly cares about his students. In a savant-like fashion he remembers nearly every one of them as well as their hometowns.


  My sisters and I were the luckiest students on earth. Though we did not get our degrees from Oklahoma State, we are permanently enrolled in Dr. Rooney’s classroom of life. One of Dad’s core beliefs is that you have to travel in order to fully understand the world. Every June, as


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
      [image: ]

      My office.
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  Author’s Note


  I WROTE THIS BOOK EIGHT YEARS AGO, WHICH—AS MOST THINGS IN life—means a lot has changed since. I’ve been promoted to lieutenant colonel (for which I am every day grateful), my daughters have gotten older and my love for them and my wife stronger, and I have learned even more invaluable lessons than I ever dreamed possible.


  This book traces my early years through my decision to go to pilot training school to my flying F-16s for the U.S. Air Force. It has been a remarkable journey, but it is only one part of my story. There are still so many years to go, so many more stories to tell. I just hope that you find inspiration from these: They are ones I frequently return to and will pass on to my family as I have passed them on to you, dear reader. I hope you pass them on to someone you love as well.
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  Sneak Peek from Fly Into the Wind


  1.


  Broken Wings


  THE SKY WAS THE COLOR OF PERFECTION THAT MORNING, STEEL blue that stretched out for miles over the vast beige and burnt green pastures of Oklahoma. We pilots refer to a sky as majestic as this one as CAVU, or ceiling and visibility unlimited, which describes the ideal conditions for flying. Rare to achieve but impossible not to appreciate. When I walked over to the F-16, climbed up the ladder, and strapped myself in that day I had never felt better. I had just returned safely from my third tour of duty in Iraq and I looked forward to a routine sortie, a basic training flight free from the dangers of the war zone.


  Bravo 1, cleared onto hold 18 left.


  I gently pushed the throttle forward with my left hand and taxied the F-16, or the Viper as those who fly call it, onto the runway. I aligned my jet in a side-by-side formation with my flight lead, and we waited for takeoff clearance. Once airborne, I would rejoin into a fingertip formation, a mere three feet separating our wingtips. Flying so closely would be incredibly dangerous in world of traditional aviation, but the fighter-pilot nation is anything but traditional: There’s an unparalleled level of trust that permeates our world.


  As I waited for takeoff clearance, my eyes systematically scanned the LED screens and vast number of dials ensuring all systems were in the green. The Pratt & Whitney 229 engine growled below me. “Brave 01, wind 190 at 13, cleared for takeoff 18 left,” came over the radio. My flight lead gave me a quick salute, and I watched the rapid line of sight of his F-16 taking off into the wind. Exactly ten seconds later I followed, moving the throttle to afterburner. The snarling beast came to life with a chest-pounding 29,000 pounds of thrust, more horsepower than the entire starting grid at the Daytona 500. Within seconds, I was yet again living my boyhood dream and slipping the surly bonds of earth in my single-seat fighter jet. CAVU, and the feeling of transcendence that comes along with it, was mine.


  An hour later, we returned from the bombing range in southern Oklahoma to our base in Tulsa. It was an uneventful sortie, but I was proud to win a few bucks in the bet I made with my flight lead. I had dropped my practice bombs, sport bombing as we affectionally call it, and shot the M61 cannon* more accurately than he had.


  After the morning go, the crew chiefs and support team refueled the jets, loaded up ordinance, and performed other required maintenance to ensure the jets are code one for the afternoon missions. As they were doing so, command came over the intercom: “Noonan, please report to ops desk.” Noonan is the call sign that was given to me by my fellow pilots. It was inspired by the fact that I am the only person in the world to be both a PGA golf professional and an Air Force fighter pilot, and, yes, it comes from the character in the classic comedy Caddyshack. It was my crew chief on the phone, and he asked that I come look at the jet I had flown that morning. This wasn’t a typical request. My pulse started to race while I walked to the flight line. What did he want to show me? Was something wrong? Or scarier yet, Did I do something wrong?


  “Noonan, did you see this?” my crew chief asked. He pointed to the centerline external fuel tank, where a slow drip of jet fuel was leaking from the bottom of my jet, right below the 370-gallon tank. My heart dropped. I knew instantly what had happened.


  Let me say this first: the F-16 is no ordinary plane. As opposed to other jets, it goes airborne within seconds. Capable of reaching a top speed of 1,400 mph (Mach 2.4)—that’s like going from Manhattan to Philly or Dallas to Austin in 4 minutes—the F-16 can climb straight vertically up to 50,000 feet in less than one minute. Because of this extraordinary power, the flaps on the F-16 are computerized as part of a complex fly-by-wire system. On a commercial jet, the pilot will move the flap actuator by hand once the plane has enough lift and is far enough away from the ground. The Viper has so much thrust that the flight control computer automatically retracts the flaps when the gear handle is raised to prevent them from being over-sped, or damaged from exceeding maximum speed. When the flaps go up, lift is reduced and the jet sinks just slightly.


  The tapes, once pulled, confirmed what I had expected. It was 100% pilot error—my error. I retracted the landing gear prematurely, which caused the jet to settle back down on the external gas tank and scrape against the runway. Had the tank dragged even a fraction of a second longer, there’s a good chance those 370 gallons of jet fuel would have exploded underneath me. You don’t need to be an engineer to realize that mistake would’ve been the end of the jet and, quite possibly, the end of me. I had survived in the most dangerous war-torn places on earth, having performed my duties at the highest level in Iraq, only to narrowly escape a disaster due to my own negligence.


  Upon returning home as a two-time Top Gun award recipient, I was being groomed to attend fighter weapons school at Nellis Air Force Base in Las Vegas, Nevada. I was positioned, destined even, for a very promising military career, but this mistake was a serious chink in my armor. As I drove home that evening, I reflected on how the years of hard work I had put into becoming a pilot were nearly extinguished in seconds.


  UNTIL THAT DAY, my life had been like a series of puzzle pieces that, for the most part, had happily clicked into place. As a kid growing up in rural Oklahoma, my ambitions knew no bounds. As a little guy, I was always drawn to machines—from my mother’s Kirby vacuum that I pushed around as soon as I could walk to our faded green John Deere 110 tractor that I got cleared solo on at the age of eight to cut the lawn. I strived for perfection even then, wanting the Bermuda grass at 2624 Black Oak Drive to look like Augusta National. My older sisters, Beth and Kate, were awesome, but as the only boy I had to find my own fun. My energy levels had me in perpetual motion, and the only thing that made me stop was hearing the whine of a jet engine flying over me at 31,000 feet. I’d squint up from underneath the brim of my sweat-stained baseball cap, mesmerized by the white contrails that crisscrossed in the boundless sky.


  I was hardwired for it. My grandpa Rooney was deployed after the attack on Pearl Harbor and was stationed at Bury St. Edwards just north of London from 1942–1945, then became director of the Northern Illinois Air National Guard until his retirement after thirty years of service. I admired the faded black-and-white photograph of “Grampie” in full military dress, the silver eagle on his uniform denoting his rank of colonel. His storied military career fascinated me. I let my imagination run wild with images of war heroes fighting against the axis of evil. Though I was a few decades removed from the Nazis, I wanted nothing more than to be part of the brave and chivalrous fraternity that was charged with defending our great nation. But since I was obviously too young to join the Air Force, I dedicated myself to my first dream of playing golf at its highest level.


  I was five when my dad started letting me tag along with his regular golf game, having cut down a five-wood, five-iron, wedge, and putter to my size and given me a few Titleist balls. By the time I was ten, during the summer my parents would drop me off at the course in the morning, my clubs and a swimsuit being all I needed to occupy me for the full day. At twelve, I got my first job working as a “range-rat” for my local PGA pro at Stillwater Country Club. Collecting range balls in the heat and dust taught me much about the power of hard work and perseverance, but there was an encounter that summer that would have a monumental impact on my life. That was the fateful summer I met Steve “Reno” Cortright, a fighter pilot in the Oklahoma Air National Guard, while he was playing in the Sigma Chi golf tournament. Steve was the prototypical fighter pilot—good-looking with a jock swagger and confidence that bordered on arrogance. The Top Gun movie had just come out, and several viewings combined with my meeting Reno convinced me there was no greater career path than becoming a fighter pilot. But for now, that dream would have to wait.


  As a teenager, I grew much more serious about my golf game, practicing in the 100-plus degree heat of an Oklahoma summer. I routinely hit golf balls until my hands bled, but it paid off: I became a top player at the University of Kansas, where I received a golf scholarship. After graduation, I moved to Florida and hit the mini-tour circuits playing professional golf. I’d soon learn that while grit and tenacity were essential to reaching my dream, so was money. In order to get into flight school, I’d have to meet the pre-requisite of getting a pilot’s license. That meant paying for flying lessons, and each tournament check got me a little bit closer to being able to pay for the plane and flying lessons. I loved flying the Cessna at 95 mph, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like to fly the Viper. I couldn’t wait to have the chance to beat gravity into submission.


  Soon after I got my pilot’s license, I signed my marriage license with my soul mate Jacqy. We had been married for six months when we got a lottery ticket that would change our lives forever. It wasn’t good for money, but it was good for one boyhood dream. One of the greatest days of my life was when I was accepted into the undergraduate pilot training (UPT) program, where I’d be faced with some of the military’s most grueling training. Truth be told, my chances of making it through were slim. A mere 4.8% of pilots in the United States Air Force will complete the fighter-jet training program, meaning the remaining 95% will default on their dreams. Perhaps even more staggering is this fact: Over a ten-year period more people will play in the NFL than will fly a fighter jet. If playing for the NFL sounds like a laughable dream, it turns out that becoming a fighter pilot is even more ridiculous. The U.S. Air Force spends approximately $6 million to mint one fighter pilot in a two-and-a-half-year-long training program. On our first day of training, the colonel informed us that while we “had the opportunity of a lifetime,” we should prepare for “the best and worst days of our lives.” He wasn’t kidding. The experience was demanding, frustrating, and utterly exhausting. But it was also exhilarating. I entered flight school with a mere sixty hours of flying time in a little Cessna, and just eight months later I was flying supersonic in a T-38. I left Wichita Falls, Texas, with wings proudly displayed on my chest.


  The setting sun burned my eyes as we headed to Luke Air Force Base in Arizona for nine months in the fighter transition unit (FTU), where I would, finally, learn to fly the F-16! All these years later, I still have trouble putting that experience into words. All I can envision is me as a little boy standing on my parents’ land, marveling at the white contrails, thinking how high they were and how fast they moved.


  Life moves at an incredibly fast pace, too. While stationed at Luke AFB, Jacqy and I welcomed our first daughter, Victoria, into our world. I finished my F-16 training and immediately deployed on my first of what would be three tours of duty to Iraq. Leaving my young family was always the hardest part of combat. Thankfully, I made it home safely from deployment.


  But in 2007, after my second tour of Iraq, I would be called on another mission, this time to launch my organization, Folds of Honor, in the humble space above my garage. My dream for Folds was to provide scholarships to the dependents of our military who had lost their lives or been gravely injured in service to our country. Thanks to the support of PGA of America and golfers across America we were soon going vertical, raising a million dollars in our first year of operation. Not only was I giving back to the armed forces, which has given me my boyhood dream, I was working alongside my dad to build a golf club in Tulsa, Oklahoma, called The Patriot. The Patriot was going to be a world-class golf course designed by the famed Robert Trent Jones Jr., as well as the future Folds of Honor headquarters. My life had manifested in ways I could not have imagined, but that was all about to change.


  The simple act of raising the gear handle a second early was a near-fatal mistake, and in a strange twist it would trigger something much more ominous. I started to walk down a very dark path. I couldn’t stop thinking about how I survived war only to make such a complacent mistake. I doubted myself and my own worth, and as these thoughts ran through my mind in a vicious circle, pulling me into a deeper void, I developed anxiety and depression. I was haunted by a constant state of fight or flight, consumed by a feeling of panic that wouldn’t go away. At night, I’d wake up in a pouring sweat from a recurring nightmare; flying my F-16 down on the deck over the ocean and crashing without pulling the ejection handle. Mornings were filled with a burning dread of having to get up and face the day. My positivity, energy, and mental health were in emergency descent mode.


  As my anxiety and depression persisted, everything else systematically began to come apart. Folds of Honor went from flourishing to teetering on the brink, and The Patriot was virtually destroyed by a one-hundred-year flood and the second great economic depression. As a result, my finances were a disaster and bankruptcy hovered like low scud over my life. My marriage and family struggled because of all the external pressures. People who I believed I could count on walked away. And for the first time in my life, I felt alone and hopeless.


  On what would go down as one of the worst days of my life, I slowly tightened the laces of my flight boots, knowing it would be the last time I did so. Based on the perilous trajectory of Folds of Honor and The Patriot, I had no choice. I somberly walked into my squadron commander and quit being a fighter pilot. As I left his office, I realized that it had taken ten years to hone my skills as an F-16 pilot, but only a couple of minutes to turn my back on flying vipers and a promising military career. I had put everything I had into recognizing this boyhood dream of flying F-16s—flying had become my touchstone, something I could always count on—and now it was gone.


  I continued to struggle over the next few years. Despite my best efforts, the Folds and The Patriot were still in jeopardy. With my tanks running on empty, I hit rock bottom. I prayed for intervention. The easy out was to leave Folds of Honor and settle into a more conventional life as an airline pilot. And I had one boot out the door when I felt God’s hand, and a small ray of light peered into my darkness. I was playing golf in Grand Haven, Michigan, on Patriot Golf Day—Folds of Honor’s national fundraiser—when I met Carlos Seise, an avid golfer and world-class opera singer who was there to compete as well as regale the crowd with “God Bless America.” There is something powerful about playing a round of golf together; it creates a fellowship unique in our game. On this day I got to know Carlos, and I opened up to him about the difficult crossroads I was facing. We were standing on the green of the thirteenth hole when Carlos said, “I believe you have been chosen by God for this work, and you must stay the course.” I was not convinced, but then he added, “We’re are on the thirteenth hole. Do you know the real meaning of the number thirteen?”


  Yes . . . it ties back to the thirteen Folds that bring the American flag triangle shape.


  “That may be true, but the real meaning ties to the Bible. There are twelve apostles, plus Jesus,” he said. “Thirteen is the number of new beginnings.”


  I let what he had just told me sink in and felt the Holy Spirit wash over me. New beginnings. Then I asked myself: Did I have the power to create a new chapter in my life? That day with Carlos was a gift from God, and four things soon became clear:


  There was no quick fix to my situation.


  Life is about much more than being happy.


  If I live the life that God calls me to, I will find fulfillment.


  I was being prepared for something bigger on the other side of my storm.


  A weight had been lifted from me and I began to experience pockets of peace, fulfillment, joy and hope more regularly. Being exposed to that ray of hope on the thirteenth hole that day helped me accept that my current circumstances were beyond my control, but that I also had a choice. I could fight each wave that hit me until I was exhausted and empty, or I could pray, practice patience, and look for a vector out of the storm. I could start seeking fulfillment rather than trying to fix the brokenness in my life.


  Over the course of a decade-long period of struggle and introspection, I developed a personal code of living that I call CAVU. CAVU is comprised of thirteen unique and powerful lines of effort (LOEs).* This code of living has changed the aperture of my life. It has widened my focus and revealed a portal that opens to a much bigger world. CAVU is about operating your life from a place of purpose and with the acceptance that God perfectly breaks our life for a greater good. It’s about moving through life as an open vessel, knowing nothing is off the table.


  No storm lasts forever. Eventually the downpour becomes a light mist, and dark skies crack open to reveal the smallest hint of light. CAVU emerges, a sky sparkling in a brilliant shade of the sharpest blue. I stand stronger after facing my personal challenges head on, and I now understand that I have been blessed with a true gift. I have the ultimate flying conditions for life.


  I have been back flying fighters for five years since that devastating mistake. The Folds of Honor has awarded over 25,000 scholarships to military dependents and The Patriot is thriving. Most importantly, on the back side of the storm I emerged as a much better person capable of living a life based on a daily code of living. My new mission is to share CAVU with you.


  Your Path Forward


  Wherever you are right now, that’s exactly where you’re supposed to be. If you are already thriving, CAVU can help you continue your ascent. Or if you’re like I was—surrounded by darkness and despair, hopelessness and adversity—CAVU can help you break through to the other side and achieve a life you’ve never imagined. I am aware that there are many degrees of struggle—many of them much worse than mine—but in a world that often seems divided, our common denominator is that we’re are all struggling.


  You’ve undoubtedly heard stories about big failures before epic successes: Teddy Roosevelt overcame debilitating childhood illnesses to live a life of valor and courage, and remains the youngest person elected as president of the United States. Francis “Gabby” Gabreski was the only pilot to be an ace in both World War II and the Korean War, but when he joined the military his instructor advised him not to pursue this path because “he did not have the touch to be a pilot.” John McCain was a POW for over six years and subjected to brutal torture. Rather than letting himself be crushed by the horrors of war, McCain became a congressman and, a long-term senator, ran for President, and died an American hero. These are extreme examples, of course, but we can all point to people around us—our family members, our friends, our neighbors, our bosses—who make success look easy. This is especially true in a society dominated by social media, where it’s easy to think life is a never-ending series of high-five moments. We hear about the victories, not the struggles. A fighter jet takes off into the wind, because the resistance is essential for lift off. Our lives are no different. The challenges in our lives are not there to keep us down, but rather to help us ascend.


  This book will prepare you to live a better life, but to be clear, this isn’t a book about being happy. A quick internet search will show you countless options for books on happiness, but happiness is fleeting, and emotions rarely fall within the domain of our control. This book is about being Full-Filled. Being fulfilled provides the ultimate foundation from which to thrive, grow, enjoy, and appreciate everything life has to offer. CAVU will act as a guidepost for your own personal quest for success, significance, and fulfillment. I hope by implementing what I learned during my storm you will be renewed with the energy to move forward and face life’s challenges with integrity and strength.


  Understand that if you want to chase the big dreams in your heart, you will likely be crushed in the arena of life at some point during the journey. That’s okay. There are evil spirits that prowl around the world and thrive on keeping you down but make no mistake: What you do when things don’t go your way defines who you really are. Right now, are you ultimately the person you want to be? Do you want to be more fulfilled, more passionate, have more energy to be more impactful? Are you alive or are you living? It is my honor and privilege to share the steps I’ve taken to become a more faithful servant of God, engaged and fulfilled husband, father, son, philanthropist, leader, fighter pilot, PGA golf pro, and friend. My promise to you is that I will share openly as a humble servant. I pray that others will benefit from what I have discovered by God’s grace in my life. I will be your advocate as you explore CAVU and learn to apply thirteen lines of effort so you can conquer your divine mission in life, whatever that may be. You were made for it!


  Rules of Engagement (ROE)


  Let’s cover the ROE before we start. I will act as your instructor as I reveal the thirteen lines of effort that comprise CAVU. As fighter pilots, we learn in a very process-driven environment, one that has been honed and refined over generations. While you aren’t going to learn how to fly a fighter jet, the instructional progression in this book is inspired by one of the most efficient teaching processes the world has ever known. A critical piece of our learning process is the Three c’s. Clear, concise, correct comm (communication). My goal with each evolution (chapter) is to clearly define an LOE in a high speed-low drag learning environment. We take great pride in efficient communication in the fighter pilot community.


  Within the context of each LOE, it is my honor to introduce you to some of my heroes. I have been blessed to call some of them friends, while others I have never met. They all have contributed to my code of living. Their heroic stories add depth and color to each LOE.


  We finish every fighter pilot brief by reviewing the objectives and overview at hand. I will provide a boxout debrief for each LOE that summarizes the most important objectives and lessons learned.


  Now let’s kick the tires and light the fire.
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