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Praise for BURY US UPSIDE DOWN
“With its great in-the-cockpit stories of the first jet-fighter combat forward air controllers, Bury Us Upside Down is an incredible account of  how it all started. The reader will feel the G forces, the strain of avoiding ground fire, the satisfaction of a completed rescue, the black humor  of combat-hardened pilots, and the effects on the families of those who  didn’t return. But most of all the reader will feel proud that America  can produce such men.” 
—MARK BERENT, combat pilot and author of the bestselling Rolling Thunder series
“Retired Maj. Gen. Don Shepperd . . . and writer Rick Newman paint  a complete picture of one of the most harrowing assignments pilots undertook during the Vietnam War. . . . [Bury Us Upside Down] makes  current-day battle watchers think twice about the risk and sacrifice   pilots—and any soldier, airman, sailor, or marine—encounter when they  put on the nation’s uniform.” 
—National Guard magazine
“Rip that Nintendo out of your kid’s hands and hand him Bury Us UpsideDown! This outstanding book will give him insight into what real  aerial combat, flown by real heroes, is like. Undoubtedly the best book of  its type, . . . [Bury Us Upside Down] is the truth writ bold and simple—  the story of the men who fought the war flying the toughest missions  imaginable, and their families. It is a book of heroes, and just reading  it gives you insight into what a true hero feels.”
 —WALTER J. BOYNE, bestselling author of over fifty aviation books and former director of the National Air and Space Museum, Smithsonian Institution 

“Journalist Rick Newman and former Misty pilot Don Shepperd bring  the reader into the bases, bars, and jets where the pilots lived and  worked, let off steam, and came to terms with a war against a foe that  would not give up. . . . Readers with a sure grasp of the war will lap up  every assault and acronym. At heart, though, this is a story of heroes,  fliers, and families.” 
— Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
“Bury Us Upside Down is a superb book about pilots in a tough mission in a tough war. It is perhaps the best view of aerial combat ever  written. You are put in the cockpit with the pilots who flew these missions as it happens. The result is mesmerizing. When you pick up this  book, you’ll have trouble putting it down, and you will never forget its  powerful testimonies of combat aviators.”
—Gen. Ronald Fogleman, USAF (Ret.), former Air Force chief of staff

FOREWORD
By Senator John McCain
Wars are painful experiences, not only for the soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines who take part, but also for their families and  the countries that send them. It has become all too common to focus  exclusively on combat and the stories of those who fight, so it is often  easy to forget war’s tragic effects—on the families of those involved  and on the innocents—the citizens on both sides who also bear the  burden. The Vietnam War, America’s longest and arguably most  painful war, was a tragedy for two countries, theirs and ours.
Bury Us Upside Down is a unique book because it covers the full  gamut of warfare—not only the stories of those at war, but of their  families, their countries, their governments, and their politicians. In  short, it is a well-researched book about warriors and the effects war  has on a country. I have seen these effects of war on my family, on my  nation, and ultimately on myself. Several of the men in this book were  my companions in prison. Through their eyes you also will experience  these effects.
Though I entered the theater earlier, my Vietnam story truly begins  on October 26, 1967. In a few moments my life and future were inexorably altered as my aircraft was hit by a Soviet-made surface-to-air   missile. While ejecting from the stricken aircraft, I broke both arms  and a leg, and soon found myself surviving for over five years in the infamous “Hanoi Hilton” prison in downtown Hanoi.
It was during my years as a prisoner of war that I first encountered  the “Misty” warriors featured in the following pages. Solitary confinement, denial of medical attention, and torture became the standard  treatment for American POWs. As I endured this new way of life, I met  Maj. Bob Craner. While I was in solitary confinement, Bob occupied  the cell next to mine. We became acquainted through the tap code described later in the book. This clandestine means of communication,  performed by tapping on the walls of our cells, enabled us to become  acquainted. Although I could not hear his voice or see his face, he gave  me encouragement in times of despair, and strength in times of weakness. I only hope I was able to provide him with some comfort through  those hellish days.
During my confinement I learned of Maj. Bud Day, the first  “Misty” commander, who was subsequently awarded the Medal of  Honor for his actions while a POW. His story of survival, escape, recapture, and torture during a two-week escape attempt is without  compare in excitement and intrigue. I also encountered Guy Gruters,  shot down twice, the second time with Bob Craner. Guy’s story of desperately attempting to save the life of fellow warrior Lance Sijan—a  Medal of Honor recipient and the namesake of Sijan Hall at the Air  Force Academy—is heartbreaking. You will also read of P. K. Robinson. Although we met just before our return on the Freedom Flights,  our short time together and shared experiences as fellow POWs will  forever cause me to consider him a close brother and companion.
This wonderful book will introduce you to these and other “Misty”  warriors—157 of them flying two-seat USAF F-100 fighters as “fast  FACs,” forward air controllers, seeking out targets for bomb-dropping  fighters over North Vietnam. It was an impossibly dangerous mission  for which they paid the ultimate price. This book goes beyond the normal war story. It proves to be engaging and accessible to fighter pilot  and civilian alike. You will be able to understand their story and the  story of so many others who never returned home.
An extraordinary book that adds a critical volume to the literature   about the Vietnam experience, Bury Us Upside Down serves to remind  us of why war is such a serious endeavor. We would do well as a nation to heed the lessons and messages it contains. I would like to personally thank Don and Rick for their efforts in bringing this story to  light and celebrating all the heroes from America’s longest war.
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INTRODUCTION
The lights of Baghdad burned bright in the background as “Pepe,”  an A-10 Warthog pilot, peered through night-vision goggles into  the desert below. It was the night of April 6, 2003. U.S. Army and Marine units had been tearing through the desert for a week in a race to  capture the Iraqi capital and depose Saddam Hussein. They were finally approaching the outskirts of Baghdad and would attack into the  city the next morning.
Pepe was an “A-FAC,” an airborne forward air controller who  scouted for surface targets that could be destroyed from the air before  U.S. ground forces ever encountered them. His job was to scour a  thirty-by-thirty-mile “kill box” south of Baghdad, searching for Iraqi  Republican Guard tanks—a last line of defense, and a dangerous one,  against the invading Americans.
He found one. It was nestled against what looked like an apartment  building. Pepe zoomed in on the tank with his targeting pod and  slewed the crosshairs of an aiming pointer over it. He punched a button on the A-10’s throttle control and a narrow white infrared pointer  hit the tank. The beam was invisible on the ground, but created a flashing marker to pilots wearing night-vision goggles.
Pepe called two Navy F-18 Hornets flying nearby, equipped with   weapons able to take out such targets. He told them to look for the  “sparkle” in their NVGs—the tank. When they found it, Pepe turned  on his laser designator, a high-energy beam that would “illuminate”  the tank for precision weapons and guide them in. The lead Hornet  then fired an AGM-65 laser-guided Maverick missile, and they all  watched as seconds later it blew the tank apart. Pepe and the two Hornets repeated the procedure several times, clearing Iraqi armor from  the path of U.S. soldiers and Marines, who rolled into Baghdad the following day.
With weaponry as advanced as something from The Matrix, Pepe  and the other pilots who flew over Iraq during the fighting there were  the most modern warriors on earth. Yet their tactics for finding and destroying targets came directly from a conflict that now seems primitive  and barbaric by comparison—the jungle war in Vietnam. In the turbulent and tragic aftermath of that war—thoroughly documented elsewhere—a few civilians recognized the military advancements that  emerged from the conflict. But that grueling and bloody war was also  a laboratory for military science that has helped Americans fight  smarter, faster, and with less risk to troops ever since.
The Army pioneered airmobile tactics for rapidly moving troops  through the battle zone by helicopter, a key element of ground operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere. The Vietnam War was a  proving ground for special operations forces, which today are as vital  as any conventional troops. Technical experts contrived electronic sensors and other gizmos that were prototypes for many of the tools in the  military toolbox today. And the Air Force developed the concept of  fast FACs—forward air controllers flying jets and looking for targets—  that remains a staple of aerial warfare even in an era of smart bombs,  night-vision goggles, and laser and infrared targeting.
The original forward air controllers in Vietnam were “slow FACs”  who spotted targets by buzzing low over the countryside in prop  planes dating to the Korean War or earlier. Fancy reconnaissance jets  like the U-2 and the RF-101 could map vast amounts of terrain and  photograph hundreds of targets, but it usually took days for the pictures to get developed and for attack planes to arrive on-scene with  their bombs. Many enemy targets didn’t wait around that long. The  slow FACs could find enemy troops and weapons and trucks and storage areas in real time while fighters with bombs were flying nearby.  Since they didn’t have lasers, they’d “mark” their targets with rockets  that spewed white smoke and showed the bomb-droppers where to  aim. Then they’d invite the fighter jets, swooping in from much higher,  to “hit my smoke.” One by one the targets disappeared, though it  often took many bombs for one to score a hit.
The North Vietnamese were a smart enemy, however. They rapidly  built up a system of antiaircraft guns that could easily reach the lethargic prop planes the slow FACs flew. The Air Force knew it would need  FACs flying more robust planes. Finally, when the slow FACs flying  over the Ho Chi Minh Trail in North Vietnam and Laos started getting  shot down at alarming rates, the Air Force formed a top secret outfit  code-named Commando Sabre.
This experimental unit became the most innovative air operation of  the war. “Misty,” as it became known, on account of the call sign chosen by the first commander, borrowed many of its tactics from the slow  FACs. But other techniques had to be developed on the fly. To see targets as small as a single truck camouflaged beneath trees, the Mistys  flew low—often below the minimum allowed altitude of 4,500 feet.  Anytime they buzzed over something valuable to the North Vietnamese, they attracted walls of antiaircraft fire. Every day was an  asymmetric duel between men in the air and men on the ground. They  had different guns and different advantages, yet the fight was as personal as if they were facing each other with bayonets.
It was a hush-hush mission. The mere formation of the fast FAC  unit indicated how successful the North Vietnamese had been at defeating the slow FACs that were getting blown out of the sky. All the  air defenses being sent down the Trail—including surface-to-air missiles—were working. If the slow FACs couldn’t find the air defenses  and help clear them out, that jeopardized all the other aerial missions  near the Trail—including the B-52 bombing runs that were a key U.S.  advantage. The Air Force wasn’t about to telegraph that vulnerability  to Hanoi.
The Mistys were a secret weapon of sorts: Like the spy satellites  that were first able to photograph missiles on their launch pads in the  Soviet Union, the Mistys provided an invaluable glimpse into the hub  of enemy activity. There were several centers of gravity in North Vietnam —Hanoi, Haiphong Harbor, industrial and rail facilities—but the  Ho Chi Minh Trail was a lone conduit that was essential to the North’s  war effort. Without the Trail, the North could not send men, weapons,  or field commanders to the south. The Mistys spent every mission  crisscrossing the skies over this vital lifeline, prying into North Vietnamese activity. And they worked diligently to disguise their mission,  using irregular tactics and any other tricks they could think of to fool  the communists. If the enemy knew what they were up to—and there  were spies throughout South Vietnam, probably even cooking the food  or doing the laundry on U.S. bases—air defenses along the Trail would  get even thornier. The aim of the gunners would get better. The North  might even send some of its treasured MiG-21s—purportedly flown by  Soviet pilots—down the Trail to do battle with the Mistys.
To evade ground fire, the Mistys flew nauseating zigzag patterns  that placed huge G-forces on the body and left fit, young fighter pilots  exhausted after a mission. Lacking night-vision goggles or laser  viewfinders, the Mistys used the naked eye to look for telltale signs of  enemy activity beneath the jungle canopy—dust on the treetops, or  tread marks that disappeared into the foliage. And, hampered by a war  strategy that failed to interdict war matériel at its source—Haiphong  Harbor, and the transportation routes that ran into North Vietnam  from China—the Mistys fought a maddening battle to stop an endless  flow of enemy traffic literally truck by truck.
Rarely have fighter pilots performed such exciting work. As with all  wars, most of the bombing missions in Vietnam were tightly constrained. Pilots flew in two- and four-ship flights against preplanned  targets or on close air support missions for Army troops. They returned once they had dropped their bombs or delivered their payload.  But not the Mistys. They flew extended missions that could last four  hours or more, trolling over enemy terrain as they saw fit. The Mistys  had enormous freedom in the cockpit, and sometimes they paid the  price. Planes came back with battle damage virtually every week,  sometimes every day. Of 157 pilots who served with Misty from 1967  to 1970, 34 were shot down. Two of those were shot down twice.  Three were captured and imprisoned in Hanoi. Seven were lost and declared missing. Eventually their status was changed to KIA: killed in  action.
By the mid-1980s, most Americans were eager to forget about the  scalding national experience the Vietnam War had become. But some  couldn’t. At the end of the war in 1975, more than twenty-five hundred American service members were missing and unaccounted for.  Virtually nothing happened to resolve those mysteries for more than a  decade. Finally American and Vietnamese negotiators struck a deal:  U.S. teams began going quietly into Vietnam, escorted by local officials. They conducted interviews, researched documents, investigated  areas where planes had crashed and ground battles had raged, and  searched for evidence of missing Americans.
They started to find remains and bring them home. By then, most  friends and family members of the missing had learned to expect no  answers from the government, and to get on with their lives without  any help from the military machine that had sent their people to Vietnam. But answers started to trickle back. Among the missing was  Howard K. Williams, an F-100 pilot who had joined Misty in March  1968 as traffic was flooding down the Trail and Misty was approaching its glory days. When Howard was shot down that same month and  never heard from again, he left a wife, a six-year-old son, and dozens  of others close to him trying to live a week, a month, a year without  knowing if he’d ever return. Eventually they figured that he wouldn’t.  It was a slow, agonizing recognition that the worst thing imaginable  had happened.
They grieved, struggled, healed, and reconstructed their lives. Then,  twenty-three years after Howard K. Williams had been shot down, astonishing news arrived: His remains had been recovered in a remote  part of Vietnam. There was a formal burial ceremony at Arlington National Cemetery in Washington, D.C., along with write-ups in the local  papers in Columbus, Ohio, where Howard and his family had lived.  But by the early nineties the return of remains from Vietnam was a  routine event that attracted little attention outside of family circles.  Tying up the long-standing loose ends from a war nobody wanted to  talk about was no longer news.
There are still more than eighteen hundred Americans who presumably died during the Vietnam War and remain unaccounted for.  U.S. investigators still sift through the earth in Vietnam, Laos, and  Cambodia seeking evidence relating to their countrymen from a generation ago. In little-noticed press releases, the Department of Defense  announces the return of remains from Vietnam every week or two, on  average. The announcements get little attention. Yet across America,  families that have been lacerated with anguish live through an experience they came to believe would never happen: the return of their  loved ones. This is the tale of one missing man, the family who went  on without him, and the extraordinary unit he served with when he  disappeared. There are many, many other stories like this one.

ONE
“MISSING MAN”
The casket seemed like overkill. But it was too awkward for any-body to mention.
As seventy-five guests sat anxiously in the chapel at Arlington National Cemetery, the organist softly playing “Amazing Grace,” a military caisson clanked to a stop outside the gates. Pallbearers from the  Air Force Honor Guard, every thread of their uniforms neatly in place,  lowered a flag-draped coffin from the horse-drawn carriage. The men  carried it up the steps and methodically marched it down the aisle, then  set it before the small altar at the front of the chapel. The stiff, practiced precision of the pallbearers’ movements, their reverential bearing,  all of the military formality—it was impressive, to be sure. Yet it was  starkly at odds with what was inside the casket: practically nothing.
In the second pew, Jean Kahoon grew uncomfortable as she listened  to friends and colleagues eulogize Howard Keith Williams, her big  brother. He had been shot down while flying an F-100 fighter jet over  North Vietnam twenty-four years earlier and never heard from again.  John Buckmelter, a childhood friend, described how Howard had  fallen in love with flying when he was just a boy hanging out at the Jefferson County airfield near Steubenville, Ohio. Roger Williams,  Howard’s younger brother, described how pleased he had been to be   able to go to Vietnam as an Army soldier at the same time Howard, his  hero, had gone over to fly jets. Fellow pilots Roger Wise and Chuck  O’Connor told stories of going to flight school and learning how to be  fighter jocks with “Willy.” “He was always a little more focused, a little more mature,” O’Connor recalled.
But there was so much more to him, thought Jean, than his military  career and his fascination with flying. There was the neighborhood  sled-riding hill where she and her brother and dozens of other kids  would go careening over rocks and bushes and have to jump off their  sleds to avoid landing in the creek at the bottom. There were all the  jobs Howard worked as a kid to pick up spending money and add to  the family clothing fund: the paper routes, the lawns he mowed, the  summer labor at their grandfather’s farm in West Virginia where  they’d bale hay and plow up potatoes and milk cows. Best of all was  the three-man band Howard helped form. He played trumpet and was  good enough to get paying gigs at local nightclubs on weekends. In her  mind, Jean could still see the drum majorette her brother had dated for  a while in high school, the one with the great legs who wore her skirt  so short it barely covered her panties.
Then there were all the special things between Jean and Howard,  born two years apart and the oldest of eight children. Jean helped  Howard deliver the papers and took over the route when he moved on  to bigger jobs. She was with Howard at the farm in West Virginia  when he tried chewing tobacco for the first time—a short-lived habit.  And all the nights they spent together hiding in the attic, talking and  drawing, came cascading back. Their dad had been a carpenter for  U.S. Steel, and he had been injured and out of work for a while. The  family could afford just one upstairs bedroom for the girls, and one for  the boys. But the setup had its charms. Each bedroom had a closet that  led to a crawl space at the top of the house. That’s where the family  kept its supply of drawing paper—blank newsprint that occasionally  came bundled with the morning news. Jean and Howard would sneak  up there once the younger kids were asleep and spend hours drawing  cartoons and planning out the future. They’d clamber back down to  their beds once they heard their mom climbing the steps to check on  the kids. Not once did they ever get caught—not surprising, since  Mom knew what they were up to all along.
And there, in a box twenty feet in front of her, Jean’s big brother  Howard, who caused her profound heartache when he left home and  giddy joy whenever he came back to visit, had been literally reduced to  shards: a bone fragment, one tooth, a sliver from a signal mirror that  was part of his survival gear, and a piece of a plastic Ace comb. The remains, recovered by American investigators a year earlier, in 1991,  were so sparse that Jean wondered, what’s the point of putting them in  a casket? She even had her doubts about whether they were actually  Howard’s. There had been so much that didn’t make sense, so many  fishy explanations, that it was hard to believe anything the government  said.
Was it just coincidence that Howard had told her, in the last letter  she ever got from him in Vietnam, that he was flying reconnaissance  missions up north, taking pictures and getting shot at, and that he  feared he might not make it home? Or that he wanted her to listen to  a song that he said was about siblings like them—“Bang Bang, My  Baby Shot Me Down”? And how could the U.S. government not have  known for twenty-three years what happened to Howard? That coffin,  which contained her brother’s so-called remains, was about as hollow  as everything else the government had offered about her brother in the  years since she had last heard from him.
Jean wasn’t the only person in the chapel bothered by the contents  of the casket. In the front row, Keith Williams—Howard’s son, who  was six when his dad disappeared over North Vietnam—had his own  reservations. It was Keith who had flown to Travis Air Force Base near  San Francisco when the remains were first returned to the United  States, to “escort” them to the San Francisco airport. It seemed ridiculous to him that the Air Force had put a handful of body parts into a  full-sized coffin. And he began wondering all over again how his father  had died, and how much pain he had gone through. As Keith had gotten older, people who seemed to know such things had whispered to  him horror stories about American pilots who had gone down in that  part of North Vietnam, close to the border with Laos. Often they were  murdered the moment they were discovered by local Vietnamese militias. Other times they were captured and tortured, only to die miserably before they ever made it to infamous prisons like the Hanoi  Hilton. They were even shot at in their parachutes while descending.   Those who got tangled in trees could be wounded and left hanging  until they bled to death.
On the flight out to Travis, Keith had begun writing a eulogy on  three-by-five-inch note cards, a eulogy he stood to give in the chapel at  Arlington. Most of his recollections were the vaguest of sketches, filled  in over the years by the stories he heard from friends and relatives and  colleagues who had flown with his dad. So Keith described his dad  largely as others had to him. He was “a man whose love of life and family propelled him to excel in all of life’s endeavors . . . As a self-taught  artist, he shared with us his aesthetic ideal. . . . Music was another pastime my father pursued with dedication and single-mindedness. With a  few songbooks, a tuning pipe, and hours of devotion, he brought  laughter and joy to those who heard him play.”
His true passion, however, had been flying: “Diving, turning, zooming, and rolling amid the clouds allowed my father to push himself and  his aircraft to the limits. Covering a mile every six seconds, my father  was privy to a view of the world reserved for very few individuals. A  world with no lines or boundaries between people or nations, with a  crisp blue sky surrounding him, just on the edge of heaven.”
Of those who spoke at the chapel that day, Keith Williams had  known the man represented by the empty casket least of all. Yet the  mere appearance of the son did more to animate the memory of the father than any words could have. Keith’s lanky six-foot-two frame, his  mannerisms and voice, his gentle face and slightly crooked smile—almost everything about him, except the ponytail that hung over the collar of his dark suit—made it seem as if Howard himself were standing  at the lectern delivering his own eulogy.
From the fourth row of the chapel, Dick Rutan was struck by the  resemblance. Competitive, excitable, and unflinchingly self-confident,  Rutan fit the stereotype of a fighter pilot much better than the calm  and studious man he was there to honor. In Commando Sabre, the top  secret unit he and Howard had belonged to when Howard was shot  down, Rutan was considered one of the most aggressive pilots—and  all of the pilots were aggressive. After Vietnam, Rutan had achieved  aviation exploits that made him a legitimate celebrity, especially  among the flight buffs in the pews around him. In December 1986 he  and a female pilot, Jeana Yeager, had flown the Voyager aircraft completely around the world without ever stopping—the first time anyone  had made such an unrefueled, nonstop flight. The Voyager hung for  the world to see just a few miles away, across the Potomac River, in the  Smithsonian Institution’s National Air and Space Museum.
Now, the fearless flight pioneer was uncharacteristically reserved.  Rutan had been to dozens of funerals for colleagues killed in combat,  yet this one punctured his emotional armor. He had last seen the lean  young man at the lectern as a four- or five-year-old, back when he and  Howard were in training together. And now it was as if his old flying  buddy were reincarnated and standing before him once again. If you  have to leave the way Howie did, Rutan thought, it’s good you can  leave something like that behind.
But the vacant casket represented more to Rutan than just a lost flying buddy. It had been Rutan who had urged Howie, back in 1968, to  join Commando Sabre, known informally by the radio call sign the  unit used—“Misty.” That came from the famous song by Johnny  Mathis, which had been a favorite of the unit’s first commander. Rutan  and Howie had both been sent to Vietnam in 1967 to fly F-100 fighterbombers on conventional missions in the South. Rutan had heard  about Misty through back channels, and begged to join. The pilots  would fly long missions over North Vietnam, looking for supply trucks  and supplies and surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) and other matériel  being shipped down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The pilots couldn’t say  much about the mission, which was just as well, because in one respect  Misty sounded like suicide. To be able to find and direct strikes on targets that were expertly camouflaged, in mountainous jungle, the pilots  had to fly so low they were fat targets for the North’s antiaircraft guns.  It was dangerous and exhausting work—and probably the most exciting flying a fighter pilot could find in Vietnam.
Rutan got in and insisted that his friend Howie join the unit. Misty  needed a hotshot like Howie, Rutan argued. His trademark calm in the  cockpit was the perfect demeanor for the unit’s stressful missions. And  Howie’s flight skills were unsurpassed. Howie had won the coveted  “Top Gun” trophy in his F-100 class at Luke Air Force Base in Arizona, nailing the highest scores in gunnery and bombing.
The allure was irresistible, and Howie volunteerd. Misty was happy  to have him. He and Rutan both loved the freedom of flying with the   unit. Unlike the tightly regimented operations in conventional  squadrons, the Misty pilots flew as they saw fit in order to complete  their missions, often making up their own rules. The outfit had renegade status and ruffled a lot of brass feathers. But it was a favorite of  Gen. William “Spike” Momyer, the top Air Force general in Saigon,  and the pilots pretty much got what they wanted. To Rutan, Misty  was what war was supposed to be about: courageous men taking   extraordinary risks, and receiving a few extraordinary privileges in  return.
Dick Rutan and Howard Williams never got to fly together. Howie  was shot down on his ninth mission. When Howie didn’t return and  was declared missing in action, the Misty commander appointed  Rutan as summary courts officer, responsible for packing up Howie’s  stuff, paying his accounts at the officers club, and getting his other affairs and records squared away. That was always a devastating responsibility, made even tougher when Rutan later got a letter from Howie’s  wife, Monalee, back in Columbus, complaining that somebody had  stolen Howie’s Leica camera. The Air Force had told him to expect an  angry letter like that—“anger transference,” they called it—but it was  damned hard all the same.
Sitting in the chapel at Arlington, Rutan still felt guilty. But it had  helped to see Monalee again, his first encounter with her since they had  both been at Luke back in 1967. The hostility was long gone. She was  now Monalee Meyers, and she sat in the front row of the chapel next  to her husband Fritz, whom she had married in 1982. What she had  gone through getting to that point, how tough it had been not knowing for years whether her husband was dead or alive while trying to explain to a growing boy what had happened to his dad, Rutan didn’t  know. He was simply relieved to see that she seemed stable and healthy  and had everything under control.
Rutan also met Chuck O’Connor and Roger Wise and some of  Howie’s other friends and family members. Another Misty pilot was  there, too—Brian Williams, known as “B. Willy.” He had been  Howard’s crewmate on March 18, 1968, when their plane went down.  They all talked about what had happened. For some of the people at  the ceremony, it was the first time they had heard the story of Howie’s  disappearance firsthand.
B. Willy had been in the back of the two-seat F-100, with Howie in  the front, flying the jet, on a typical Misty mission scouting for targets  along the Trail. It was about 11:30 in the morning on a clear day. They  had just spotted what they thought was a North Vietnamese supply  area and were turning around to go back for another look when they  heard a loud  thud and felt something hit the belly of the aircraft. A moment later B. Willy saw flames in his rearview mirror. Fire was spreading rapidly throughout the back of the plane and the pilots knew  they’d have to bail out. Howie aimed the plane toward high terrain,  where there would be fewer enemy soldiers on the ground. Then they  prepared to eject. “We better get out!” B. Willy had shouted. “I’m  right behind you,” Howie responded.
“I’m punching now,” B. Willy called out. Then he jettisoned the  canopy and pulled up on the ejection seat handles. He made a safe  landing, and spent a couple of hours on the ground before a rescue helicopter picked him up. There was no sign of his copilot, however. Rescuers looked and listened until dark, and stayed alert for the next  couple of days, too, but nobody ever heard from Howard Williams  again. The Air Force declared him missing in action. B. Willy, meanwhile, got a clean bill of health a couple of days after the shootdown,  and he climbed back into the cockpit.
Rutan had trouble accepting his friend’s disappearance. He made  surreptitious plans to catch a chopper ride into the jungle with some  members of the secret special operations teams that went behind  enemy lines. He’d hike to the crash site, see if Howard’s body was inside the plane, and bury him if it was. Then he’d catch a ride back to  base and put Howie’s case to rest. It was the very least he could do for  his friend and the members of his family back home.
The day before he planned to go, Rutan got an anonymous phone  call. The voice sternly warned him to abandon the trip, and he obeyed.  It was a puzzling episode, but Rutan figured that somebody had intelligence proving that Howard was either dead or imprisoned and was  trying to save him from a futile and risky adventure. Years later, however, Rutan wished he had gone through with his original scheme. The  Air Force hadn’t said a single meaningful word about Howard’s fate for  twenty years. Whoever had placed the mysterious phone call was protecting something, but it wasn’t Howard’s family or his interests. How   incredibly callous, Rutan thought for the thousandth time, as he sat in  the pew. What bullshit.
Up on the altar, the encomiums for Howard continued. Chuck   O’Connor concluded his remembrance by saying, “Over the years, I  wondered where ‘Willy’ was. I hoped he’d come home. . . . Today, I  know where he is. He’s come home.” A chaplain read from the Book  of John: “In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so,  would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And when  I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to  myself, that where I am you may be also.”
As the ceremony concluded, the pallbearers wheeled the casket  back out to the horse-drawn carriage. The people in the chapel filed  outside silently. They boarded buses that followed the caisson as it  wound its way toward Howard’s grave site. Honor guards bearing the  Stars and Stripes led the way while a military band played “We Will Be  True To Thee Till Death” and “America, America.” As the caisson  drew close to the grave site, eight military pallbearers pulled the casket  down and carried it across grass, trim and plush, toward the spot reserved for Howard.
There was a distant droning overhead. It became louder. The military men knew what it was—the Air Force’s ultimate gesture of respect,  the “missing man” flyover. The sky was thickly overcast, though, and  the planes were hidden behind clouds. “They’ll never break through,”  someone said as dozens of heads began searching the sky. “Yes they  will,” countered Rutan. “They’ll do it.” A moment later they did. Four  F-15s, piloted by airmen who were toddlers in 1968, streaked over the  assemblage in the classic diamond formation, flying well below allowable minimum altitudes—like Misty, bending the rules to accomplish  their mission.
This was the best military aviators had to offer, the utmost gesture  of final respect and deference for a fallen comrade. As the crowd  slipped into plastic seats at the edge of the grave site, virtually everybody there was moved in some way: by the pallbearers’ meticulous  handling of the flag as they removed it from the coffin and folded it  into a perfect triangle, by the mournful music the band played, by the  stoic grandeur of the rows and rows of plain white gravestones that  surrounded them.
But Howard K. Williams wasn’t home. His son and his closest sister and the brother who worshiped him and his best friend and many  others at Arlington that day felt it. There was a kind of transparency  to the whole affair, as if there was a bureaucratic imperative to come  up with something that could be labeled “remains,” process them  through the prism of heroism at Arlington, and stamp “closure” on  one more Vietnam tragedy.
The tragedies didn’t close that easily. Nobody could tell, but in the  front row of seats next to the grave site, the disquiet was swelling beyond the bounds it had been allotted. Monalee Meyers had spent most  of the day, most of the past month actually, worrying about other people being able to attend the ceremony. She had tracked down old  friends and acquaintances to make sure they knew about it. She had  arranged a luncheon for afterward at a nearby hotel. And she had decided not to eulogize Howard herself, since that might be awkward for  Fritz, her second husband. Instead, she had offered her son Keith the  opportunity, since she thought it might produce some needed closure  for him.
She had had plenty of time and opportunity, after all, to grieve and  come to terms with what had happened to Howard. There had been  dozens of difficult thresholds, each crossed with a bit more strength  than the last: saying good-bye to her husband when he left for Vietnam  in 1967, hearing the terrible news in March 1968, hoping and praying  Howard would be among the returning POWs in 1973 and then learning that he was not, having him declared officially deceased in 1978,  several memorial services over the years, trying to explain it all to an  aching, confused boy. With it all came monumental anger and pain.  But she was not one of the agonized protesters who still, twenty-five  years later, were chasing after politicians demanding answers that were  never going to come. She had remarried and moved on, but still continued to honor the memory of her son’s dad.
Arlington wasn’t supposed to be for her, it was supposed to be for  others and for Howard. But it was troubling, the virtually empty casket sitting in front of her. For someone to have been such a huge part  of your life, she thought, and that’s all that’s left of him? A couple of  bone fragments you could hold in your hands? When she and Keith  had discussed how to handle the ceremony, Monalee had suggested   putting the remains in an urn instead of a casket. But that seemed unsatisfying, too, like it would somehow trivialize the majesty of Arlington to have such an elaborate ceremony for a mere urn. So they had  decided on a casket after all.
As the graveside rituals finished up, there were a few quiet sobs  from the gallery behind Monalee, as Keith and his son Ian each placed  a rose on the casket. The honor guard fired a twenty-one-gun salute.  The pallbearers presented the folded flag to Keith. But there were no  tears in the front row, where Keith loosely hugged his son Ian and  Monalee sat placidly next to Fritz. There had been rivers of tears over  the years, at moments both ceremonious and spontaneous. Emotions  had surged and receded. And Howard K. Williams’s wife and son had  learned to live with the strange fate of the most important man in their  lives, with or without a few shards the government declared to be remains. Yet, as a lone bugler began playing the mournful finale to the  event, a squall of memories and frustrations stirred inside Monalee, as  if she were back in 1968. Taps had become difficult to listen to over the  years, and she finally thought, this is it. I can’t listen to this melody  again.

TWO
BURY US UPSIDE DOWN
The first time Lanny Lancaster stepped into the Stag Bar at Luke  Air Force Base in Arizona, he got the warmest greeting he could  imagine. “HELLLLLOOOO ASSHOLE!” shouted two dozen fighter  pilots, laughing as they offered the standard salutation for a new guy.  This was the “fuck, fight, or go for your gun” Air Force, and Lanny  reveled in the bawdy bravado that was usually on display on Friday afternoons at the Stag Bar. This was where young fighter pilots gathered  after work to trade stories about flying, fighting, fast cars, and women.  Females were welcome, as long as they were single. But the unofficial  rule was no wives—and anybody whose mate showed up was likely to  end up buying drinks for the whole bar. Wives and dates would typically materialize later for a proper evening meal in the officers club  next door, and maybe a little dancing.
Lanny had arrived at Luke in January 1967 to learn how to fly the  F-100 fighter-bomber, the workhorse of the Air Force’s tactical fleet.  There was plenty for Lanny to learn. He was a graduate of the Air  Force Academy but had barely made it, sweating the academics until  the last day. Lanny’s classmates had called him “the bartender,” on account of his wild stories, Texas twang, and loud manner. The wiry,  balding bachelor was fond of saying that any good-looking woman   could ride in his Chevy convertible, but “don’t plan on becoming a  permanent passenger.”
After getting his wings, Lanny had been assigned to fly lumbering  C-130 transport planes, a bitter disappointment for an aspiring fighter  pilot. But the Vietnam War was dragging on, and the rule in the Air  Force was that every pilot would get one tour there before anybody got  two. That drew lots of pilots out of cargo planes and other “heavies”  and into the fighters and bombers that were most needed in the war. Pilots transferring into fighters from other types of planes were derided  as “retreads,” but most didn’t care. Flying fighters was a dream come  true. And as Lanny stood in the Stag Bar, he quickly began to realize  that the whole world of fighter jocks was different from the slower  moving world of transporters and logisticians. The “tactical” Air Force,  it was said, ran on a combination of cigarettes, popcorn, whiskey,  twenty-five-cent beer, jet fuel, and testosterone. As the odor of smoke  and booze and the shouts of exuberant pilots enveloped him, Lanny  believed it.
He was a true “green bean,” eager and naïve. On his first day at  Luke, Lanny had pulled into a parking lot adjacent to the flight line  and noticed a crew chief, responsible for keeping the airplanes flying,  working on an F-100. He boldly ambled toward the sweaty sergeant.
“Mind if I crawl in and have a look?” Lanny asked. “I’ve been flying those piece-of-shit C-130s and I’m ready for a real airplane.”
The sergeant looked him over. He was unimpressed. “Guys like you  have been doing their best all week to break my airplanes,” he  growled. “Now my guys have to work Saturdays to catch up.” But the  old sergeant gave in, and Lanny clambered up an eight-foot steel ladder into the cockpit. “I’ll follow you up, Captain,” said the chief, “so  you don’t fuck up my airplane any worse.”
The bushy-tailed young pilot then got a stern lecture—the first of  many—on the do’s and don’ts of the F-100. “See those red flags? One’s  an ejection seat handgrip safety pin. The other is a canopy ejector handle safety pin. Make sure they’re in before you climb into the seat. And  this other red flag here is a trigger safety pin so the gun don’t shoot.  Make sure all the pins are in or your flying career could be real  short. . . . Don’t push any button with a red guard around it, or something will come off the aircraft and go boom. Also, don’t pull this handle, or the drag chute will fall out. . . . Oh, one more thing. Here’s the  canopy switch. Don’t close the canopy when no one’s around. If the  battery goes dead, you could be trapped and die in the heat before anyone notices. . . .”
Well, shit, thought Lanny. Don’t touch this, don’t pull that, don’t  lean back. Man, have I got lots to learn.
He quickly became one of the guys, though, and a regular at the  Stag Bar, where there was an unusual amount of excitement one  evening in late March. Howard Williams, one of the twenty-two pilots  in Lanny’s training class, had just survived a crash and was doing what  fighter pilots do best—regaling his buddies with the war story. Howie  had been flying solo in a flight of four F-100s practicing air-to-air combat. As the flight was climbing out into its assigned area, the instructor  called for afterburner. Usually this quick dump of raw fuel into the engine exhaust produced a controlled explosion that rocketed the plane  forward. But when Howie pushed the throttle, the jet, instead of surging ahead, suddenly shook as if it had collided with something. He  heard two loud bangs, then fire shot out of both ends of the plane as  the engine quit.
Howie was older and more seasoned than most pilots at Luke. He  had already amassed more than 2,300 hours of flying time, making  him a pro compared to classmates who had flown only a couple of  hundred hours and were fresh out of initial pilot training. He had  logged about 80 hours in the F-86 fighter and nearly 50 in the F-100.  But most of Howie’s time had been in B-47s under SAC, Strategic Air  Command. He was a bomber pilot, and worse—a SAC-puke.
Yet he was lucky to be flying at all. Howie had been sent to Luke  for F-100 training more than a year earlier and gone through most of  the early classroom instruction, when it came time for the altitude  chamber, a portion of training designed to teach pilots the dangers and  symptoms of hypoxia—diminished oxygen supply to the brain. Hypoxia could be caused by malfunctioning equipment or by battle damage that disrupted cabin pressurization at high altitude, and pilots had  to know how to respond.
Howie was mild-mannered, but he possessed one standard-issue  fighter pilot trait—he was intensely competitive. So he made a bet with  one of his classmates to see who could stay off oxygen the longest   while the air pressure in the chamber dropped and the air thinned.  Howie, who was tall and lean and as healthy as anybody in uniform,  ended up passing out before he could get his oxygen mask on. A late  round of drinking the night before probably had something to do with  it, but foolish party antics didn’t count as an excuse.
The ramifications were sobering. Flight surgeons at Luke, concerned that Howie might have an undiagnosed medical condition,  grounded him indefinitely. The situation got worse when an electrocardiogram, ordered up after the incident, showed some kind of defect in  Howie’s heart. Howie’s flying career looked finished. But the bad readings turned out to be an error due to a flaw in the EKG machine, discovered only after an unusual number of pilots were diagnosed with  the same problem. Still, Howie stayed “on the beach,” as pilots called  the dreadful condition of being unable to fly. While his colleagues proceeded through training, he was given a staff job in the Luke Command Post. Devastated, he discussed leaving the Air Force with his wife,  Monalee, and going to school to study aeronautical engineering—  what he probably would have done earlier had his family had the  money to send him to college. Monalee persuaded him to hang in there  a little longer.
It took a year, but the Air Force bureaucracy finally decided it had  done enough tests on Howard K. Williams to conclude that he was  healthy enough to fly. By then, however, it was too late to rejoin his  class. He had to cool his heels and start over with a new class, a full-year delay in getting qualified in the F-100.
Needless to say, the whole episode was humbling. Howie had never  been a braggart or a loudmouth, but he had brimmed with confidence  since the early days when he had washed planes in exchange for free  rides at the local airfield in Steubenville, Ohio. He could down martinis on a pace with the strongest drinkers in the Air Force, and raise hell  in the finest fighter-jock tradition. And truth be told, the altitude chamber incident—immature, foolish, and frightening as it was—made  Howie something of a Big Man on Campus, a legend, whose story was  passed down. “Don’t do this,” future students were told. Then they  were regaled with the incident. Howie’s classmates in fact, admired his  persistence to get airborne again, no matter what the mindless bureaucrats at headquarters said. He wasn’t a war hero—in fact, he had   pulled a dumb-shit trick—but it was another way he stood out from  the rest.
As Howie recounted the flameout to his colleagues at the Stag Bar,  there was a detached coolness in his demeanor that impressed the  greener guys in the crowd. In the custom of fighter jocks, who always  honor a good flying story, free drinks began to stack up in front of  Howie’s barstool. As he sipped martinis, he explained what happened  after the engine failed. He checked to make sure the ejection seat safety  pins were removed. He pointed the jet toward an uninhabited area.  Then, at about 8,500 feet, he sat up straight in the seat, raised the ejection seat handles, and pulled the triggers. There was a blast of air as  the canopy blew off the cockpit. A second later the seat rocket fired  and Howie was shot into the air. His parachute deployed another second later, and after drifting toward earth, he hit the ground hard—  “like jumping off a fifteen-foot wall,” he said.
The plane hit the desert floor and skidded for about twelve hundred  feet, breaking into hundreds of pieces. But Howie, aside from a bruised  toe, injured when he touched down and kicked a rock, was undamaged. A rescue helicopter picked him up in the desert at about 5:30 in  the afternoon, about half an hour after he had ejected. It took him to  nearby Davis-Monthan Air Force Base, where a flight surgeon looked  him over and pronounced him fit to continue flying. Howie landed  back at Luke at about 9:15 that night. He went to his locker to stow  his gear, as if it were a routine day on the job.
The next evening at the Stag Bar, Howie held court, since a crash  was a hell of a lot more interesting than most things that happened  during training. “There was nothing to it,” Howie insisted to his rapt  audience. “I didn’t get any cactus in my ass. And I didn’t even lose my  sunglasses,” he pronounced proudly, pulling the shades out of his  pocket as proof.
Even at home, Howie was nonchalant about the mishap. His wife,  Monalee, a petite, pretty blonde who had been the daughter of the  local Plymouth dealer back in Steubenville, had gotten a call that afternoon saying that her husband had bailed out and was out in the desert  waiting to be picked up. She was a bit shaken, but these things happened, and in truth Monalee worried more about the way some of the  pilots drove around after downing a few drinks at the Stag Bar than   she did about the risks of flying. Howie had called her after he got back  to base and told her the whole thing had been “a piece of cake.” As  they talked it over later, he worried more about the investigation that  would follow. Would it somehow find that he had screwed up, risking  his flight status yet again? Or would it conclude that the plane had  malfunctioned—which, Howie was sure, was what had happened.
Howie was right. After three weeks of interviewing Howie and others, and testing recovered parts, the Air Force determined that aircraft  55-3729 had experienced a “catastrophic engine failure” accompanied  by two “compressor stalls.” The number four main engine bearing had  failed. That reduced the oil pressure to zero. The engine disintegrated,  making the plane unflyable. Howie was relieved. There’d be no more  detours in his pilot’s career—his flying status was secure.
That was fortunate, since Monalee and Howard were quite comfortable at Luke. For one thing, it was warm, unlike their previous  posting at Pease Air Force Base in New Hampshire. And the camaraderie at Luke was fantastic. Howie was a self-taught musician, picking up the trumpet in high school and even earning a few bucks at local  nightclubs, then buying a guitar in New Hampshire and staying up  night after night learning how to play. By the time he got to Luke,  Howie would invite other musicians over with their guitars or saxes or  drum kits, usually on Sundays, and they’d spend the evening strumming “If I Had a Hammer” or “Puff the Magic Dragon” or whatever  the latest folk or pop tunes were. The Williamses lived in a ranch-style  house on base that had an L-shaped living room/dining room combo  that was as big as a bowling alley. The guys would play music or talk  about flying in the front of the house, the women would gossip or play  cards in the middle, and in the back the kids would run around.
Their son, Howard Jr.—also known by his middle name, Keith—  was five by then. There were lots of opportunities to travel and explore  the marvelous surrounding desert, if Flagstaff and Tucson counted as  adventures. They even went to Mexico. And when Howie was unable  to get his thrills flying, he relied on his Lotus Mark VII for exhilaration. Howie had purchased the car as a kit when he was based in England on temporary duty a few years earlier. He called Monalee back  in the States to tell her he wanted to build a car, and since he was a man  who had never even changed the oil, she thought he meant a model car.   Why was he even bothering to tell her this? she wondered. Then he  said, “It will be a little money,” and explained his plan.
Howie and a couple of pals ended up building the car during downtime in one of the hangars at Brize Norton Air Base, about sixty miles  northwest of London. Then they drove it to the Lotus factory in Hethel to have it checked out. The shock absorbers were upside down, but  everything else was okay, and when Howie was posted back in the  States, he had the car shipped to Baltimore and picked it up there.  Then he drove it from New Hampshire to Arizona, where he casually  competed in races set up in parking lots on the weekends.
Most important, after years of flying big, boring airplanes, Howie  was finally living his dream and learning to be a fighter jock. That was  one thing he shared with Lanny Lancaster. On the surface, he and  Lanny had little in common. Lanny was outgoing and gregarious while  Howie was usually quiet, withdrawn, and intense (except when he was  strumming a guitar or sipping a martini). Beyond that, Howie was  married with a son, while Lanny was single and looking to stay that  way. And the married guys and the bachelors tended to form their own  fraternities and stick with them. Yet Howie and Lanny formed a quick  friendship, and they ended up in the same “flight,” a group of students  that would eventually fly most of their training missions together. Plus,  they were both pretty good with the stick, which created a natural,  competitive camaraderie between them.
Dick Rutan was another classmate built for competition. Thin, six-foot-two, serious, full of vinegar, with steely blue eyes that looked like  they could pin a guy to a wall, Rutan was a fighter pilot right off a recruiting poster. And he already had the mannerisms down flat. Rutan  was one of the prime orchestrators of Stag Bar antics such as “carrier  landings,” in which several tables would be pushed together and  doused with beer. Pilots would then get a running start and go sliding  headfirst across the tables, supposedly mimicking the way archrival pilots from the Navy would slide their planes across the slick, glossy  flight deck of an aircraft carrier. And Rutan, in his hyperconfident, assertive way, was fond of saying he was right where he wanted to be in  life: serving his country, flying a fighter plane, training for war. Even  among two dozen fellow ball-busters, he stood out.
Lanny, Howie, and Dick had gotten to know one another over drinks   early on. They shared their flying experiences. Howie had washed airplanes at the local airport for rides as a kid, learned to fly, joined the  Civil Air Patrol, and then the Air Force. When he first got his wings he  was assigned to fly the F-86 fighter. He was elated—until that assignment was canceled and he was sent to Strategic Air Command. Lanny  had been equally disappointed when he was assigned to fly C-130s out  of pilot training. And Rutan was just finishing pilot training after four  years as a navigator, the guy who plots courses and reads maps in big  airplanes. All three of them craved the thrill of powering up into a limitless sky, alone, with one of the finest pieces of machinery money  could buy.
That would take a while, though. The F-100 course began with a  flurry of paperwork and processing. Then came books and instruction  manuals, nearly forty pounds’ worth. The pilots dragged the stuff  home and taped the cockpit layout diagrams to the wall, turned the air  conditioner to full cold, and lay down on their beds to study their  Dash-1s, the bibles of aircraft systems.
Soon after came “Aircraft, General” an introduction to the F-100,  known as the Super Sabre. Things started to liven up a bit when the instructor fired up a movie projector and said, “Heads up, guys. Pay attention.”
This was the notorious Sabre Dance movie. The film showed an   F-100 pilot approaching a runway, when he decided to go around for  another try by pulling the nose of the plane up to an exaggerated angle  while adding power. But the power came in too late. Lacking enough  altitude to drop the nose and pick up speed while free-falling, the pilot  selected the afterburner, which sent a huge plume of flame out the  tailpipe as he tried to make up for his mistake with thrust. But that  only sent the F-100’s nose dancing wildly from side to side. Finally the  plane skated off the side of the runway, crashing and exploding in a  huge ball of flame. “The pilot didn’t survive,” the instructor stated  flatly.
“No shit,” class members echoed as they shook their heads.
“Anybody wanna quit?” the instructor asked. Occasionally, pilots  did bail out of training after seeing this film. The F-100 had a fearsome reputation and high accident rate. It was informally called “the  widow-maker” on account of the number of pilots killed in the plane.   But none of these guys could be intimidated that easily. No one took  the bait.
By the end of the first week, Howie and his classmates were becoming well versed in aircraft systems. It didn’t take an engineering degree  to be a pilot, but a bit of brains helped. Flying—and especially flying  the fast-movers—involved the interplay of electricity, hydraulics, mechanics, and human skills. It was a delicate balancing act. Although  Howie lacked a college degree, he was intelligent and had been studying planes since he began building models of them as a boy. A friend  had said that Howie was the only person he had ever met who was  both right- and left-brained, and Howie was indeed one of the calmest,  most studious, and inventive characters in his class of twenty-two.
With those gleaming F-100s sitting out on the flight line, waiting to  be saddled, the preliminary classroom work seemed tedious. But there  were fascinating interludes. Lanny, Dick, and Howie were all captivated by the tales of an instructor pilot, or IP, who had just returned  from a year’s tour in Vietnam. He had worked as a forward air controller—a FAC—flying a light O-1 propeller aircraft, the Cessna Bird  Dog. The IP had been assigned to work with the Army during his tour,  flying over combat areas and helping pick out targets. It sounded more  harrowing than any flying job these three had ever thought about. He  told stories about looking for enemy troops who seemed invisible beneath dense jungle foliage, except for sporadic, violent bursts of antiaircraft fire. Sometimes he’d have to fly at night, pointing out targets  under flares for fighters streaking in with bombs or napalm. The  weather was often terrible, but you had to fly anyway—the boys on the  ground needed you. They were fighting and dying. And even back at  the base it was never calm. Rocket and mortar attacks would come out  of nowhere, and even the Air Force guys had to get into the act and  throw grenades occasionally when their compound was attacked at  night. Gung ho as they were, Lanny, Dick, and Howie didn’t think  being a FAC was for them.
Finally, after three weeks of what seemed like endless academic instruction . . . redemption! It was time to fly. Howie was scheduled to  go first, and it was everything he imagined. Howie sat in the front of  an F-100F, a two-seat model, with an instructor pilot in the back. The  F-100, which the pilots typically called the “Hun,” short for “Hundred, ” was big and powerful for a fighter—not as lumbering as the  monstrosities Howie had flown at SAC, but substantial enough to  carry five thousand pounds of bombs and other armaments. It had  been the first Air Force jet capable of going supersonic in level flight,  with a top speed of Mach 1.3, or about 875 miles per hour—a sports  car, indeed.
After some preliminary checks, Howie gave the windup sign to the  crew chief and pushed the start button. As compressed air from a  ground unit turned the engine, he advanced the throttle and the turbojet engine roared to life as a mixture of air and jet fuel erupted in a  controlled explosion. The airplane shook even at idle; you could feel  the tremendous power of the Pratt & Whitney J-57 engine. Howie  signaled the crew chief to pull the wooden chocks blocking the  wheels. He pushed the power up and guided the jet toward the end of  the runway.
Howie was cleared onto the runway. He advanced the throttle,  pressing his flying boots firmly against the brakes. The jet bucked like  a Brahma bull in a rodeo chute. He was cleared for takeoff and released the brakes. Then he pushed the throttle into afterburner and felt  a kick in the back as the engine jumped from 11,000 to 17,000  pounds of thrust. As the plane accelerated down the runway, the IP  yelled at Howie to pull back on the stick and raise the nose at 155  knots. The rush was thrilling, but Howie was already “behind the airplane”—it was moving faster than he was thinking. The moment they  were airborne the wings began to wobble, and it felt like Howie lacked  control of the jet. The IP had told him to expect that, but it surprised  him anyway.
As the Hun picked up speed, however, the wing wobble stopped. At  300 knots they came out of afterburner, and Howie’s mind caught up  with the speeding jet as they climbed toward the practice area. Now it  was time for some fun. The IP directed Howie to perform some simple  aerial maneuvers he had practiced on trainer aircraft when he first  learned to fly. For starters, Howie flew some lazy-eights, large climbing  and descending turns making half an eight in the sky. Then some chandelles, steep, climbing, 180-degree turns, feeling the handling characteristics change. Then some loops, half loops, three-quarter loops with  a rollout at the bottom, and other maneuvers meant to instill confidence whether the pilot was upside down, right side up, diving vertically, or arcing lazily across the sky.
They climbed to 25,000 feet, pushed the nose over, and began to  descend, flying faster until they sped through the sound barrier. It was  the first time Howie had been supersonic, and the only thing he noticed  as the Mach meter slipped passed Mach 1 was a slight jump in the needles on the pressure-sensitive cockpit instruments. Then they climbed  back to 20,000 feet and pointed the nose straight up until the airspeed  indicator read “0.” The airplane stopped in midair, then quickly  flipped itself around, the nose pointing straight down as it entered a  vertical dive from which they recovered gingerly. It was all meant to  show that the aircraft was forgiving and predictable—as long as you  didn’t “horse it around,” or mishandle it. Then the plane would go out  of control and bite you in the ass. They finished off the one-hour,  fifteen-minute mission with practice landing patterns and a few touch-and-gos at a nearby airfield, and finally a full-stop landing back at  Luke.
What a day! Howie smiled and shook his head. He had never flown  anything like this before—nothing this powerful, this wild. He was  amazed, enthralled. Lanny and Dick performed just as well as Howie  on their first rides, and after their first flights, all twenty-two students  got their North American “Machbusters” pin, for going supersonic.  They were all “Hun-drivers” now, albeit novices with much to learn.
First rides were always humbling, but it didn’t take long for  Howie’s quiet confidence to kick back in. For starters, as much as he  loved the Hun, he hated the two-seat F-model. He was a single-seat  fighter pilot, goddamn it. He didn’t want anyone else in the cockpit,  and he became vocal about it. “I had enough of that shit at SAC,” he  complained. “If I never fly with anyone else again, it will be too soon.  I don’t even like the sound of my own breathing.”
As the training progressed, Howie began to emerge as one of the  best “sticks” in the class. He mastered the instrument-flying phase,  learning to rely on the Hun’s primitive cockpit instruments when visibility was poor. Formation flying was a breeze for him. Aerial refueling  from KC-135 tankers and air-to-ground bombing seemed to come   naturally. He got the top scores in the class in low-level “skip bombing”—practice deliveries of napalm—and excelled at strafing and dive-bombing. Instructors graded and tracked every pilot’s performance  and ranked their proficiency, and as training progressed, Howie and  Lanny Lancaster were vying with a couple other students for the coveted “Top Gun” honors, awarded to the pilot with the best combined  score in several bombing and gunnery categories.
Lanny and Howie were running behind a freckle-faced, red-haired  young lieutenant named Bob Franke as the competition reached the  air-to-air gunnery phase. The challenge was simple enough: fire the  Hun’s 20mm cannons at a fourteen-by-thirty-foot dart-shaped object  towed on a steel cable fifteen hundred feet behind another F-100. The  dart, which looked like an X from behind, was meant to simulate an  airplane, and each pilot got six missions on the dart. It took only two  hits to qualify, but each pilot aimed to get more as a matter of pride.
Franke, a relaxed guy who got quite serious when it came to flying,  had aced most of the other gunnery exercises and was comfortably  ahead in the running for Top Gun. Howie and Lanny both figured  they’d be buying him drinks at the end of the course. But Franke  lacked the knack for aerial combat, and he continually positioned himself poorly for his approaches on the dart. He hit on just one of six missions. It was much easier for Howie, who had been through this kind  of training when
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