


CHAPTER 1

The Day That Changed Everything

I WAS IN VEGAS, BLOWING OFF SOME STEAM WITH THREE OF MY CREW. The life of a B-52 airman during the Cold War was geared by the concept of “hard crew.” Everything in your life is done together—like firemen in a fire station. You eat, sleep, and work on the same schedule, always in sync. This even includes when you take vacation. So, when leave time rolled around, the single guys in our six-man crew often took off as a group.

This time, we landed at the newly opened Excalibur Resort and Casino, a fantastical blend of a Medieval Times fever dream and Las Vegas excess. The place reeked of new carpet, aftershave, and the heady scent of money changing hands. Knights in shining armor and scantily clad damsels wandered through the casino, a spectacle that somehow felt perfectly at home under the garish neon glow.

I shared a room with Joe Hasbrouck, the aircraft commander of our crew. Joe and I had been on the same crew for about a year, and we embraced the “work hard, play harder” philosophy that took us on some incredible adventures—snow skiing in Utah, Mardi Gras on Bourbon Street, and a quick jaunt to Cancun earlier that year. This Vegas trip was the latest stop on what we jokingly called “Joe and Trey’s Most Excellent Adventures.” Our co-pilot and navigator bunked next door, and the four of us were in full vacation mode.

That all changed on the morning of August 2, 1990. I woke up to find Joe sitting on the edge of his bed in a pair of gym shorts, his eyes glued to the TV as his thumb compulsively worked the remote. The screen flickered through channel after channel, all of them showing the same thing: grainy footage of tanks and armored vehicles rolling through a nameless Middle Eastern city square.

“What the hell’s going on?” I asked, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

Joe didn’t look away. “Iraq invaded Kuwait last night.”

His words hung in the air like smoke. Moments later, Andy and Don burst through the adjoining door, plopping down on the bed next to Joe. Together, we watched the news in stunned silence. Every channel repeated the same narrative: a brazen act of aggression on a scale the world hadn’t seen in decades.

We didn’t have the words to process it. All we could manage was a whispered chorus of disbelief: Fuuuhhhhhhck.

The world was already spiraling. In mere hours, the stock market had plunged 3.3 percent, oil prices shot up 40 percent, and geopolitical uncertainty hit like a tidal wave. We weren’t policy experts, but we didn’t need to be. It was obvious this invasion would have seismic global repercussions.

Joe, always the professional, called back to squadron headquarters. As one of the most experienced crews, we expected a “get your asses home now” directive. But the director of operations, Lt. Col. Jerry Maxwell, surprised us. “No need to come back,” he said casually. “It’s Thursday. Finish your leave. Everything’s handled for now. We’ll see you next week.”

Joe hung up, shrugged, and relayed the news. We felt dismissed, sidelined even, but we were young, in Vegas, and determined to salvage what was left of our vacation. Still, the invasion was a dark cloud that loomed over us, casting a shadow on our conversations. How did this happen? What was Saddam Hussein’s endgame?

The answers, we soon realized, were rooted in history. For eight brutal years, Iraq and Iran had waged a war of attrition that left both nations in economic and moral ruin. Kuwait and other Arab states had bankrolled Iraq’s war effort, only to find themselves on the receiving end of Hussein’s ire when they refused to forgive his staggering $37 billion debt.

Hussein desperately wanted Kuwait to forgive the debt he owed them. They, of course, nixed that. Backed into a corner, Hussein began making all kinds of wild accusations—claiming Kuwait was slant-drilling oil from Iraq’s Rumaila field and conspiring with the United States to cripple Iraq’s economy. With the world’s fifth-largest army under his command, Saddam decided to flex his muscle, annexing Kuwait to seize its oil wealth and gain strategic access to the Gulf.

He pursued any viable option to move a lot of Iraqi oil “at will.” The only large-scale option available demanded more sea access, but Iraq was virtually landlocked. Hussein needed control of Kuwait’s ports. Of course, this all made sense to a narcissistic Saddam because Iraq had always believed that Kuwait belonged within its border.

The United States had tried diplomacy, even staging military maneuvers in the Gulf as a warning. But Hussein, blinded by ambition, ignored the signals. He had miscalculated—badly.

President George H. W. Bush, with a lifetime of service and states-manship behind him, approached the crisis with a steady hand and unyielding resolve. For him, this wasn’t merely about Kuwait—it was about the delicate balance of power in the Middle East, the lifeblood of global oil supplies, and the fragile stability of the world economy. Bush’s vision extended beyond the immediate. He saw the broader chessboard and understood the stakes: a misstep could trigger a cascade of chaos.

On July 27, Bush made a final diplomatic overture, directing Ambassador April Glaspie to deliver a personal letter to Saddam. The message reaffirmed America’s desire to improve relations with Iraq, a carefully calculated gambit aimed at de-escalation. But by August 2, 1990, at precisely 2 a.m., Saddam made his move. Over one hundred thousand Iraqi troops stormed into Kuwait, overwhelming its defenses in hours. Diplomacy was dead.

Kuwait’s small but determined military fought valiantly, yet they were no match for the Iraqi war machine. The invasion destabilized the region and sent shockwaves through global markets. Oil production—the lifeblood of economies worldwide—was in jeopardy. As the hours ticked by, condemnation poured in from around the globe. Embargoes and sanctions were levied against Iraq, and alliances quickly formed. But fear simmered among US and allied leaders: Would Saddam push farther, across the Kuwaiti border into Saudi Arabia, seizing the crown jewel of the Gulf’s oil reserves?

At the time, the United States held limited military assets in the region—insufficient to counter the massive Iraqi force if they chose to advance. In an unprecedented move, Saudi Arabia requested US troops to deploy within its borders. The urgency was clear: If Saddam moved west, there would be no stopping him without immediate action.

America responded swiftly, deploying a quick reaction force that included fighter aircraft to the Saudi peninsula within days. But it was a stopgap—designed to slow the Iraqis, not repel them. Something more substantial would be required, and fast.

Washington launched a full-scale diplomatic campaign to forge an international coalition. The message to Iraq was clear: withdraw unconditionally or face dire consequences. Saddam, in defiance, doubled down. His forces looted Kuwait, reducing its infrastructure to rubble and sending the global markets into a tailspin.

Complicating matters further was the Soviet Union, Iraq’s primary arms supplier. Though the Cold War was officially ending, the Soviets still loomed large in the Middle East—a powder keg no one wanted to see ignite. Western leaders couldn’t afford to let Saddam consolidate his power; the potential consequences were more severe than anything seen in decades.

Meanwhile, back at Barksdale Air Force Base, home to the 596th Bombardment Squadron, events were unfolding that would shape the coming conflict. As my crew and I soaked up the chaos of Vegas, oblivious to the seismic shifts underway, our squadron commander, Lt. Col. Jay Beard, was working behind closed doors with a select group of airmen. Acting on orders from Lt. Gen. Buck Shuler, commander of Eighth Air Force, Beard had hand-picked three crews already read-in to a Special Access Program (SAP) representing an unacknowledged, highly classified weapon.

Inside “The Vault,” a featureless, windowless room buried deep within the base, Beard’s team worked with laser focus. Over forty-eight grueling hours, they crafted a bold contingency plan—a response that would hand the president a decisive option if the unthinkable came to pass. Every aspect of the plan had to be airtight. Timing, logistics, fire-power all accounted for.

The operation called for mobilizing additional aircrew and heavy firepower to execute a daring, all-or-nothing mission. It wasn’t designed to annihilate the Iraqi forces outright but to deliver a devastating blow that would blunt their advance and buy precious time. The audacity of the plan was matched only by the precision it demanded.

The team worked tirelessly, hunched over tables strewn with navigational charts, fuel calculations, and stacks of classified documents. Whiteboards were scrawled with task lists—some items crossed off, others circled in red for urgent attention. The room was a battlefield of its own, littered with coffee-stained cups and crumpled fast-food wrappers, the detritus of sleepless nights and relentless focus.

When my crew and I returned to Barksdale, we were unaware of the clandestine planning effort underway in the building just 50 feet away from our squadron facility. Oblivious to the history being written in that nondescript building, we fell back into our routine—reliable, dependable, and unspectacular. It was the rhythm of life as a B-52 crew, the unsung backbone of America’s nuclear deterrence strategy.

But beneath the surface, the pressure had never been higher. While we carried on with the unshakable nuclear enterprise principle of Zero Fail, others were secretly preparing for the unimaginable.

The nuclear mission we trained for demanded measured perfection—a slow, meticulous, and obsessively disciplined approach. It was equal parts science and art, driven by an almost pathological attention to detail. Call it highly disciplined, or even anal retentive—it was a process that kept us sharp and ready. From the outside, the B-52 community seemed low energy, almost lethargic. But beneath that calm exterior lay an unrelenting determination, a grit that could only be honed through relentless repetition.

Like a champion bodybuilder chiseling every muscle, it took countless reps to build a good crew. To be a great crew—one like ours—it took something more: a pursuit of perfection that bordered on the extreme. For Joe Hasbrouck’s crew, good enough didn’t exist. “Perfect practice makes perfect” was the only acceptable mantra.

Life as a B-52 crew followed a rigid cadence: alert duty, day-fly week, night-fly week, ground training—rinse and repeat. Predictable, yes. Comfortable? Never. What we didn’t know, as we moved through this rhythm, was that something revolutionary was quietly taking shape just beyond our view—a Top Secret US missile program that had lived in the shadows for years. Now, it was nearing its moment of truth, transitioning from unimaginable concept to operational reality. Its final test flights were only weeks away—a transformation from prototype to operational.

This was no ordinary missile. It was a paradigm shift—a weapon of unprecedented accuracy that could be launched from hundreds of miles away, delivering the destructive force of a two-thousand-pound bomb with pinpoint accuracy. It could strike within inches of its target, rendering traditional notions of precision obsolete. The term standoff weapon would never be the same.

This weapon, the conventional air-launched cruise missile (CALCM), was the cornerstone of the Senior Surprise mission. And though we didn’t know it yet, it was about to rewrite the rules of modern warfare.

It was a game-changing weapon to combat terrorism, a weapon born out of necessity.

By the late twentieth century, the face of warfare was changing. The rise of terrorism in the 1970s and 1980s exposed a glaring gap in the US arsenal. The Cold War had made us experts in nuclear deterrence and large-scale conflicts, but asymmetric threats—suicide bombers, shadowy organizations operating beyond borders—were an entirely different challenge. But large-scale terrorism aimed at the Goliaths of the world? The nomadic unpredictability of it all? This type of warfare was alien to a superpower like the United States and couldn’t be countered with standard conventional weaponry found in our arsenal at that time.

What was needed was a weapon with long-range capabilities, one that could deliver pinpoint strikes against terrorist hideouts and hardened targets while minimizing collateral damage. It had to work outside conventional borders and strike with such exacting intent that collateral damage became a secondary concern. A 500-mile range wasn’t just preferred—it was essential. And, most critically, this weapon had to work flawlessly, every time.

The problem? The Unattainable Triangle: quality, speed, and price. In theory, you could only ever have two of the three. Yet military leaders demanded all three, and they demanded it immediately. Developing a game-changing weapon like this was a tall order, one many said was impossible. But leaders mandated such a capability in less than half the standard five to eight years it would normally take to develop.

In early 1985, an official requirement for this new weapon was formally declared and the timeline was defined as “immediate.” However, these urgent requests still followed standard acquisition channels and progressed at the glacial speed of government. By April 1986, Operation El Dorado Canyon—a US retaliatory strike on Libya—hammered home the need. Though the operation was successful, it came at a high cost: one downed aircraft, two dead airmen, and significant collateral damage. The era of risky, high-penetration raids was over. America needed a smarter way to strike. It was now obvious that the United States had entered a new era of combat, and traditional penetration raids were too costly, risky, and unreliable for this type of countermeasure. It was especially true for small attacks with narrow objectives and specific effects.

Just arriving on the world stage, GPS was proven technology. But with only a few satellites in orbit its coverage was sparse and sporadic. In short, it was more promise than reality, but its potential was undeniable. The vast constellation of satellites that encircle our planet today was still years away.

Just one month after the Libya strike, Headquarters Air Force requested Boeing prepare a response to a feasibility study, which asked the question: “What would it take to retrofit 30 nuclear-capable Air Launched Cruise Missiles (ALCM) for non-nuclear conventional operations (CALCM) using the space-based Global Positioning System (GPS)?”

Tucked inside the USAF’s Request for Proposal (RFP) was this little grenade—delivery was required in less than eighteen months—an extremely aggressive timeline for modern acquisition programs. The “Black World” (i.e., highly classified) program took shape with an official approval from the chief of staff of the Air Force, Gen. Charles Gabriel, and was branded with the classified name of “Senior Surprise.” The program was so secret that its name was known only to a select few.

As the program review passed through the secretary of defense’s office, he slashed the timeline even further, demanding delivery in just twelve months, further reinforcing the urgent need for this capability. For a program of this complexity, that was warp speed. Schedules were compressed, roadblocks bypassed, and priorities realigned. With backing from the highest levels of the Air Force and Strategic Air Command (SAC), the project was propelled forward by sheer willpower.

Inside the “Black World” of classified programs, the Boeing team worked tirelessly. Engineers retrofitted ALCMs with conventional war-heads, integrating GPS technology into the missile’s guidance system. It was a delicate balance of innovation and adaptation. As 1986 drew to a close, what once seemed impossible was now a reality. The weapon was ready—or so they thought.

Delivery, however, does not mean operational. By late 1987, twenty-nine CALCMs arrived at Barksdale Air Force Base, and the 49th Test and Evaluation Squadron (49 TES) assumed responsibility for operational testing. Expectations were high, but reality tempered optimism. Initial tests revealed a sobering truth: While the missile itself performed flawlessly, its ability to adjust and compensate for positional nuances fell short. Confidence waned. Boeing and Air Force engineers redoubled their efforts, collaborating with testers in an all-out sprint to troubleshoot issues in real time.

The CALCM program reached a cautious milestone in late 1988 when it earned an Initial Operational Capability designation, albeit with reservations. Testing continued through 1989 and into early 1990, but results were a coin toss—50 percent success, 50 percent failure. Not exactly the reliability one wants in a revolutionary weapon. Yet, as is so often the case in history, geopolitics had little patience for engineering timelines.

When Iraq invaded Kuwait, the world’s precarious balance shifted overnight. The CALCM was thrust into the spotlight, ready or not. SAC ordered a series of critical flight tests to validate recent fixes. The pressure was immense. Engineers and testers worked around the clock to meet the challenge, knowing failure wasn’t an option.

In three days, everything changed. Three flights were conducted in rapid succession—two on the same day and one shortly after. Each was a resounding success, with the missile striking targets with unprecedented precision. What had been a fragile prototype days before was now a weapon system ready for war.

Each flight was wildly successful, hitting its marks dead on, confirming the weapon system’s reliability. Confidence soared to 100 percent, and the United States wasted no time. The CALCM entered operational service, cementing its place in history as the world’s first weapon to utilize GPS for route guidance. With a range of over 600 miles, a cruising speed of 550 mph, and a two-thousand-pound high-explosive warhead, it was a capability unlike anything the world had seen. Carried exclusively by the B-52 Stratofortress, the CALCM was a force multiplier, transforming the aging bomber into a surgical strike platform with unparalleled reach and impact. Like its big brother, the nuclear-tipped ALCM, the CALCM leveraged the B-52’s endurance and payload capacity, proving that the BUFF wasn’t just a relic of the Cold War but a versatile workhorse for modern warfare.

But this wasn’t just about raw power. It was about secrecy. The CALCM was classified under a Special Access Program, a level of confidentiality reserved for the nation’s most sensitive capabilities. Why the secrecy? Military history has shown that the element of surprise can be a decisive advantage. From the German Panzer tanks of World War II to America’s Manhattan Project, maintaining an edge often means keeping your adversaries in the dark for as long as possible.

The CALCM epitomized this principle. A GPS-guided missile that could strike targets hundreds of miles away with pinpoint accuracy was a capability worth protecting. The concept of precision-guided munitions was as revolutionary as the atomic bomb had been decades earlier.

For the United States, this was a game-changer. This fusing of a reliable, off-the-shelf, production missile with futuristic GPS capability was revolutionary. Along with the global reach of the B-52, it provided the United States with the sole ability to surgically strike almost any target in the world at will. Gone were the days of deploying thousands of bombers to carpet bomb a single target. Gone was the acceptance of massive collateral damage. The CALCM ushered in a new era of warfare—one defined by precision, efficiency, and the ability to strike with minimal risk to human life.

Again, this was a secret worth protecting.

However, there was a problem—a political one. The United States and the Soviet Union had spent years negotiating the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START), an agreement aimed at reducing their respective nuclear arsenals. The CALCM, for all its revolutionary potential, posed a significant challenge to this fragile diplomacy.

To the untrained eye, a CALCM was indistinguishable from its nuclear sibling, the ALCM. Both missiles shared the same airframe, creating a potential nightmare for treaty inspectors and satellite observers tasked with verifying compliance. How could the United States explain the sudden appearance of additional B-52 bombers loaded with what appeared to be nuclear weapons?

The moment marked a precarious yet critical turning point. Years of painstaking negotiations between President Ronald Reagan and Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev had brought the two superpowers to the brink of a historic agreement. All that was left were signatures, ceremony, and champagne. The CALCM’s existence, if revealed prematurely, could derail everything. US leaders poised to reshape global security faced a delicate balance: deploying a revolutionary weapon without jeopardizing a treaty that could redefine global security. It was a high-wire act of diplomacy and strategy, one that underscored the razor-thin line between national defense and diplomatic stability.

How did Barksdale Air Force Base—tucked away in the Deep South—become the epicenter of the nation’s most tightly guarded military secret? The answer was rooted in its history and culture, shaped over decades of unrelenting readiness and mission focus.

Established in 1933, Barksdale’s twenty-two-thousand-acre expanse offered both the space and strategic positioning to support a range of missions. As the Cold War escalated in 1949, the base became a cornerstone of SAC, the vanguard of America’s nuclear deterrence. Over the following decades, its runways hosted reconnaissance and bombardment units, always poised to counter an enemy first strike.

By the early 1990s, the Cold War mentality still dominated Barksdale. Even with the Soviet Union teetering on collapse, the priority remained crystal clear: nuclear alert. The base operated like a precision-engineered machine, its heartbeat dictated by the ever-present threat of global annihilation. Nine B-52 bombers sat on constant alert, loaded with various nuclear payloads. Their crews, maintainers, and security forces lived in isolation, their lives governed by the grim reality of preparing for the nation’s worst day—a day everyone prayed would never arrive.

The pressure was relentless. Zero Fail wasn’t just a motto; it was a way of life. Only the crews of intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) silos and Navy submarines carrying ballistic missiles (SLBM) shared a similar level of accountability.

But Barksdale wasn’t just a hub of vigilance; it was a hive of activity. Seventy-two large aircraft operated from its runways, including squadrons of B-52 Stratofortresses, KC-135 Stratotankers, KC-10 Extenders, and even a Reserve fighter wing of A-10 Warthogs. This mission density made it one of the busiest air bases in the world.

Contributing to the base activity, the KC-135 mission added nine more aircraft on nuclear alert. The ’135 tanker crews, vital to keeping bombers aloft and on target, often reminded everyone of their indispensable role with their wry mantra: “You can’t kick ass without tanker gas.” It was no exaggeration. Bombers couldn’t reach their targets without the tanker fleet, making the KC-135 tribe the unsung heroes of the nuclear deterrence mission.

With “mission density” that high, both on the ground and in the air, Barksdale required an extraordinary infrastructure—robust security forces, vast weapons storage facilities, and world-class maintenance crews. But perhaps its greatest asset was the 49 TES.

The 49 TES was the developmental nerve center for all things B-52. If it could be carried, dropped, or launched by a BUFF, the 49th tested it. The CALCM was no exception. The squadron was tasked with overseeing the weapon’s final development phase and preparing it for warfighter use.

When Iraq invaded Kuwait, testing was still underway, but the clock was ticking. Behind closed doors, planners began identifying potential targets in Iraq. The discussions were as calculated as they were intense: Should they take out Saddam Hussein directly and risk alienating Middle Eastern allies and the Soviet Union? Or should the focus be on tactical strikes that would cripple Iraq’s defenses and delay its advances?

The target list remained classified, locked away until the flight crews were briefed. But before they could be briefed, they had to be selected.

And that selection was no ordinary process. These weren’t just names drawn from a hat. These were the best of the best—airmen forged in the crucible of the B-52 community. They weren’t just combat crews; they were tribes within a tribe, each with its own culture, camaraderie, and identity.

As the final details of the mission came together, so did the crew lists. But what made these men special? What separated them from the rest of the force?

The answers lay in the unique DNA of the B-52 airmen and the broader tribes of the United States Air Force. They were a blend of precision, discipline, and tenacity—a rare breed prepared to do what others couldn’t.







CHAPTER 2

The Guys

I’M OFTEN ASKED TO DESCRIBE THE MEN I SERVED WITH. PEOPLE ARE always curious about what we called “Bomber Culture.” The larger Air Force is a melting pot of tribes, each with its own mission, its own way of doing things. Bomber pilots aren’t like fighter pilots any more than a jock is like a nerd in high school. Each tribe has its skill set, its quirks, its stereotype—and, let’s be honest, its personalities. Cultures even evolve out of missions, and they speak their own slang.

On a B-52 base, you could tell the tribes apart just by looking at the wings on their uniforms—pilot wings, gunner wings, and the rest. But to truly understand a bomber crew, you had to look deeper. For the B-52 crews of my era, there were six of us: two pilots, two navigators, an electronic warfare officer (that’s me), and a gunner. We were young—so young, with an average age hovering somewhere in our mid-twenties. With that youth came a wild spectrum of egos, quirks, and unpredictable behaviors.

But let me be clear: The men I flew with were some of the most intelligent, dedicated, and capable individuals you could ever hope to meet. They worked hard, pushed limits, and genuinely wanted to make a difference. These were the guys you wanted on your watch, the ones who would stand shoulder-to-shoulder with you in a crisis.

And they were also, without a doubt, some of the craziest, funniest people I have ever known. The daily grind of nuclear alert and endless training missions bred a kind of humor that could only be described as dark. Very dark. Sarcasm and snark weren’t just tolerated—they were weapons, wielded with unimaginable power.

I’d never been exposed to anything like it before. I didn’t go Greek in college, but I suspect we were like a fraternity on steroids when it came to practical jokes. The mantra was simple: It doesn’t matter if anyone gets hurt as long as it’s funny.

Idle time, mixed with high intelligence and a sprinkle of type-A personalities, made for a dangerous cocktail. One of the more infamous stunts involved an official-looking authorization form, complete with letterhead, given to new crewmembers. It requested their permission to be cannibalized in the event of a catastrophe where the rest of the crew got hungry.

You’d be shocked how many recruits signed it without question. Even the squadron commander got in on the act, reinforcing the ruse with a straight face during crew briefings.

In keeping with the culture of public ridicule, the form, once completed, was part of the next day’s morning brief at the alert shack. I also found it ironic that these shenanigans would manifest mainly while we were on alert just a few feet from nine B-52 bombers with enough fire-power to make Barksdale a top-ten nuclear power if it were a country.

That’s just how it was in Bomber Culture. The pressure we lived under required a release valve, and humor was ours. It wasn’t just jokes or pranks—it was how we coped, how we bonded. It was what made the crew more than a collection of airmen. It made us a family.

As the air war approached, that bond became something more—a wingman’s call. We knew that the guy sitting next to us in the jet wasn’t just a teammate. He was the guy who would have our back when everything went sideways.

And in the B-52, “sideways” could happen in the blink of an eye. The mission demanded not just teamwork but unshakable trust. There was no room for lone wolves. And that trust wasn’t built on training alone—it was forged in those moments of laughter, sarcasm, and shared absurdity.

That’s what Bomber Culture was really about. It was the DNA of the crews who flew these massive war machines, each one carrying their piece of the mission, their part of the weight. And it was this culture, this unshakable bond, that made Senior Surprise possible.

I was proud to be part of it, even as I was thrown into the deep end. At twenty-seven, I was a fairly new captain and an electronic warfare officer—or EWO. Among the crew dogs, though, nobody called it that. It was simply EW on paper, pronounced E-Dub—crew-speak shorthand that came as naturally as breathing. The job straddled the line between tech wizard and battlefield tactician. My mission? To protect the BUFF and its crew from becoming a smoldering crater on the battlefield.

To understand my job, think of it like this: Modern warfare isn’t just about who has the biggest guns; it’s about who can see the battlefield first—and make the other guy disappear. Radar is the enemy’s eyes. They use it to search the skies for targets, lock onto them, and guide their weapons—everything from bullets to antiaircraft artillery (known as Triple A) to surface-to-air missiles (SAMs). Add enemy fighter jets to the mix, and it’s like playing dodgeball in a room where the lights are off, but your opponents are armed with laser pointers.

That’s where I came in. My job was to shut those eyes and blind the enemy before they could lock onto us. I had a toolkit of electronic wizardry at my disposal—radar receivers to sniff out enemy signals, direction finders to pinpoint where they were coming from, and audio equipment to make sense of the chaos. But the real magic came from the electronic jammers. These were my weapons of choice, designed to scramble enemy radar and mislead their missiles. If the bad guys thought they were tracking a B-52, I’d make sure they were actually aiming at a phantom in the sky.

But here’s the thing: All of that technology didn’t run itself. I didn’t have an AI assistant whispering in my ear or a computer connecting the dots for me. It was just my eyes, my ears, and my brain, working in overdrive. The radar receivers would scream out a warning, the direction finder would light up like a Christmas tree, and I had mere seconds to process it all, notify the crew, and decide how to respond.

When the adrenaline hit, my hands flew across the console, flipping switches and turning dials. Synapses fired like machine guns as I worked to jam enemy signals, confuse their targeting systems, or direct evasive maneuvers. It wasn’t just a job; it was a full-body workout for the mind, and every second mattered.

I’ll admit, we EWOs are a breed apart. We’re part geek, part adrenaline junkie, and all about precision. We revel in the tech, the puzzles, and the thrill of outsmarting an enemy who’s trying just as hard to kill us. Sure, I’m biased, but I’ve always believed that in the chaos of combat, the best are like rock stars—cool under pressure, playing to the crowd (or, in my case, the crew), and delivering when it matters most.

That’s what it meant to be an EWO on a B-52. It wasn’t just about defending the aircraft; it was about turning technology into survival. Every radar blip, every signal, every alarm was a piece of a deadly puzzle—and my job was to solve it before the enemy could finish their move.

In peacetime, not much thought is given to the quality of the EW assigned to a crew; after all, everything is simulated. There are no life-threatening enemy actions happening during the eight-plus hour training missions over the middle of the United States. But when real-world conflict arises, free agent negotiations for the best EWs begin. For me, I just did my job the best I could and also learned a lot about the rest of the crew positions, so I was a top free agent.

I was brought into DOOM 34’s crew at the eleventh hour—a substitution in a tightly choreographed lineup. Their regular EW had been reassigned to DOOM 35, crew E-81, to ensure the most seasoned electronic wizards were spread across the mission. The logic made sense on paper, but the execution left little room for comfort. Crews like E-81 didn’t just come together overnight.

Normally it took an extraordinary balance of individual skill, flying discipline, professionalism, and months of flying together to reach the level of synergy this mission demanded. I knew I had a solid reputation in the squadron—earned through consistent performance and a proven track record—but being inserted into an already cohesive unit at the last moment still baffled me.

There was no time to dwell on doubt, though. As much as I respected their original EW and understood the circumstances, the responsibility of stepping into this critical role weighed heavily. I knew what was at stake. Senior Surprise wasn’t just another mission. It was a test of every thing we stood for—and I was determined to meet that test head-on.

I had studied the mission, but internally I owned that I was not as fluent in the details or the many nuances of the mission as the rest of my new crew. This was frustrating because I was raised to be responsible and accountable—to have a strong sense of ownership.

For me I had been taught at a young age about the value of determination and fortitude, a legacy I had to uphold.

That sense of responsibility had deep roots. Growing up in Spring-dale, Arkansas—a town nestled in the Ozarks and steeped in hard work and humility—my family embodied resilience. My father, Jim, was a journalist who started as a teenager at the local paper and retired decades later as its executive editor. My mom, Jan, was a powerhouse in real estate, building a successful business from scratch and working until the day she passed.

I witnessed how she and my father had both name and face recognition in our community. His peers were local leaders and business owners, and some were creating what would become commercial empires—like his high school chum, John Tyson, of Tyson Foods.

My great-grandmother, Goldie, shattered expectations of her time. She had a long, successful career in a key staff role in the athletic department at the University of Arkansas—unheard for a woman back then. Her folklore was not just limited to the Razorbacks. Over the years she had developed relationships with coaches from rival colleges. It was well known in our family that when Alabama came to town, she would have dinner with the famous Bear Bryant.

These real-life role models taught me to dream big, that anything was possible. At the same time, I learned that the true value of relationships was not a means to an end, but the relationship itself was the treasure. My dad’s natural approach to life of building a network of relationships had a “love thy neighbor” quality that’s stuck with me.

Life inflicted great damage on both sides of my family tree. My mom lost her father as a child, forcing her and her siblings into a patchwork of family care. That early struggle forged her relentless drive to contribute to “earn her keep.” Her obsessively strategic mind could create chaos at home, but it also made her a master decision-maker.

My grandmother, Mamma Jo, endured her own trials. After losing her first husband to tuberculosis, she married Paul Condra, a decorated B-24 pilot. Paul survived harrowing missions over Europe, earning the Distinguished Flying Cross. He landed a crippled plane solo after losing half his crew, including his co-pilot, to enemy fire. But the war left scars that may never have fully healed. Paul died from an accidental gunshot wound—though I’ve always wondered if it was a tragic manifestation of PTSD.

Mamma Jo didn’t let it break her. She took over their auto parts store and ran it successfully for fifty years. Even in her late eighties, after selling the business, she worked there a few hours a day until she passed at ninety-six. Her story wasn’t just about survival—it was about resilience, perseverance, and refusing to quit.

As they say, you can either let calamity destroy you or draw strength from it. Both my parents chose strength. Unyielding drive was balanced against humility.

My parents’ and grandparents’ examples were a masterclass in overcoming adversity. Their mantra was simple: When life throws a curveball, you swing. If you asked them about their ability to hit the curve, they would say, “What choice did we have?” They didn’t view their never-quit mindset as exceptional—it was just what you did. That mindset was ingrained in me and my two sisters, Laney and Shana. Laney became a police officer, Shana a nurse for the VA, and I joined the Air Force.

We all believed in serving something bigger than ourselves. For me, that meant the Air Force, a chance to make a difference, to turn dreams into action. We subscribed to the idea that a dream without action is just a fantasy.

As I sat with my thoughts, reflecting on the family values and determination that had shaped me, I couldn’t help but recognize that the qualities I inherited from my parents and grandparents—stubborn resilience, humility, and a deep sense of responsibility—were mirrored in the men I would soon fly alongside. Just as they faced life’s curveballs and swung for the fences, so did the crew of DOOM 34. And just like the examples I had growing up, it wasn’t about the extraordinary—it was simply about doing what had to be done. And it wasn’t just the crewmembers who made up DOOM 34 that were essential to the success of this mission. It was the incredible diversity and skill of everyone who came together to make it happen.

The mighty BUFF, like all two-pilot aircraft, has a junior pilot known as the co-pilot (or “Co”) flying in the right seat, and the most experienced pilot or aircraft commander (“AC”) flying in the left. All the B-52s on this mission actually had three pilots assigned to manage the day-and-a-half mission duration and the physical demands.

First Lt. Michael Branche was our Co, and Capt. Bernie Morgan was our AC. Capt. Steve Bass, who was the chief pilot of our 596th Bombardment Squadron, was our augmentee pilot.

Twenty-nine-year-old Capt. Bass from Southern California (call sign Bassomatic) was the chief pilot of our 596th Bombardment Squadron—a seasoned aviator with an extraordinary background. Raised in the Air Force, Steve was the embodiment of what it meant to be part of this unique world of high-stakes aviation.

Steve came from a long line of fighter pilots, but his journey to the cockpit of the mighty BUFF was anything but predictable. Growing
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