
		
			Advance Praise for Don’t Blow Yourself Up

			“West Virginia’s favorite son is also its most beloved writer, the Rocket Boys’ Homer Hickam. In the summer after he graduated from high school, he realized he had forgotten to apply to a college. Not to worry, his mother did it for him…and got him admitted too. Hmm. This boy was obviously destined for great things. In this memoir Hickam the raconteur takes us along on his adventures: college, a cannon, the army, Vietnam, underwater exploration, NASA engineer, and bestselling writer. It’s a helluva journey, a triumph of the spirit. Don’t Blow Yourself Up is destined to become a classic.”

			—Stephen Coonts, author of Flight of the Intruder and Liberty’s Last Stand

			“Just lovely. I cannot recall when I laughed out loud, and wanted to cry, and held my breath, and just thoroughly enjoyed the true story of a man’s life. Homer Hickam by God lived some things, across the fields of a war, under the sea, and in the clouds. He even survived Richard Nixon. Top that.”

			—Rick Bragg, bestselling author, Professor of Writing, University of Alabama, Journalism Department

			“If you’ve read his bestselling memoir Rocket Boys and think you know Homer Hickam, think again. Not only is Homer a man for all seasons and the true definition of a Renaissance man, but he is, without a doubt, one of the great storytellers of our time. In the pages of Don’t Blow Yourself Up, you’ll travel the world with Homer, all the while asking yourself, ‘Is there anything this man can’t do?’ One thing is for certain—West Virginia’s favorite son sure knows how to write a memoir that will keep you captivated from the first page to the last.”

			—Dreama Denver, award-winning author and wife of Gilligan’s Island star, the late Bob Denver

			“Homer Hickam brings us on a wonderful journey through his truly extraordinary life. Providing a beautiful account of his dreams, service, and adventure that led to contributions to the space program and the literary world, Homer takes us from rocket boy to rocket man to bestselling author. He writes about his experiences with an engineer’s precision and a poet’s emotion, not only sharing the details of the times in which he has lived, but also the deep inner feelings of his life’s successes and disappointments in a most personal and incredibly honest way. This is more than a collection of stories from one man’s life, it is an inspirational guide to how a person with an adventurous spirit and a good heart can live life to the fullest. Read this book and be inspired to reach for the stars.”

			—Mike Massimino, former NASA Astronaut
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To my brother (and hero) Jim Hickam who probably wondered what I was doing during all those years.





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Don’t blow yourself up.

			—Elsie Hickam, the author’s mom

			Didn’t I tell you not to blow yourself up?

			—Elsie Hickam, still the author’s mom
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Introduction

			If you’re reading this, likely you’ve also read about my adventures as a young rocket builder in the little mining town of Coalwood, West Virginia. I wrote about that in a memoir called Rocket Boys (which was made into the marvelous movie October Sky) and then followed it with two sequels, The Coalwood Way and Sky of Stone, both set in my hometown.

			But there was a bit more to my life than I wrote about in those books. After Coalwood, I went to a tough engineering military school where I famously built a cannon, and then I fought in a war, and then became a scuba instructor, dived on some deep shipwrecks, and unraveled the history of a giant battle along the American coasts. Along the way I worked for NASA, and then I wrote a famous book, had a movie made that was based on it, and did some other things. More importantly, I had a lot of great friends during all of it. And a few enemies, too. Such things happen in a long life.

			After enough people asked me when I was going to do it, I decided to sit down and write about some of the things that happened in those years after I was a Rocket Boy in West Virginia. This memoir is the result. There isn’t room to write it all down, but maybe I can hit some highlights up through the time Rocket Boys was written and October Sky was made, a stretch of nearly forty years. A lot has happened since, but endings are as important as beginnings. When I teach writing, I tell my aspiring writers, especially ones interested in writing memoirs, to think about where they’re going before they go there. If you just write down everything that happened without running a thread through the piece that ties it up at the end, you may not ever figure out how to get there or when you’re done. There’s also a Bible proverb I’ve always admired that says, “It is the glory of God to hide a thing but the honor of kings to search it out.” What I think that means is our Creator didn’t just hand us all the answers but left it up to us to seek out what is true and real.

			That’s what this book is mostly about, stories about times in my life when I’ve learned truths about myself or other people or even the world that I think my readers might like to think about. Or, almost as important, those times that caused smiles or tears. I hope you enjoy my choices.
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PART

1

			Everybody’s Favorite Cadet
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			To Go to College, You Actually Have to Apply

			Once I started building rockets and got good at it, it looked to be pretty definite that I was going to leave Coalwood and go to college. The only problem was I forgot to apply. This, of course, was not my fault, because I was a teenage boy with a lot of things on my mind. This included building those rockets with some other boys while contending with life in a small coal camp and then going off to the National Science Fair and coming back with a gold medal. After that, to honor everybody who helped us, we had a day of launching rockets at our rocket range we called Cape Coalwood. I wrote about that glorious day in Rocket Boys, and it was also in the movie October Sky. It ended when my dad showed up to watch our last rocket that went miles into the sky and, for the first time in forever, acted like he was proud of me. That scene in both the book and the movie tends to make folks feel good and cry at the same time and, for that, I just say, “You’re welcome.”

			What I didn’t write about and what the movie people didn’t show was when I got home after that final launch, the entire thing was over and done. Dad went back to work at the mine and Mom went back to painting Myrtle Beach on the kitchen wall and I put all the bent tubes and corroded nozzles and splintered nose cones in a basement corner and climbed the stairs to my room and, with the other boys off to wherever they went, found myself by myself. A very important part of my life was over. There was no need to build any more rockets and, since I’d graduated from high school, there was nothing to study or figure out, so there I was with a lot of success and not much to do with it. It was about then that I realized I hadn’t applied for college, which, as mentioned earlier, was not my fault. Actually, it was the fault of the vice president of the United States because of a letter he’d written me that spring, a letter I’d picked up myself at the Coalwood Post Office without anybody else seeing it but me, and it was not a happy letter. In fact, it was soul crushing.

			After a couple of days of playing with the dogs and reading novels taken from the stacks Mom and Dad kept around the house, I took a job at the gas station across the street to pump gas and change oil and fix flat tires. My parents didn’t say a word one way or the other about my situation until it all just kind of welled up. According to my recollection, it was a hot day in July. After work, I came all sweaty and dirty into the kitchen and found Mom standing on a step ladder and serenely painting some puffy white clouds in her artistic rendering of a beach scene. At my entry, she looked over her shoulder. “What now, Sonny Boy? Wash your hands before you touch anything.”

			I washed my hands in the kitchen sink, petted Lucifer, our old black tom who was asleep next to the refrigerator, took a deep breath of paint fumes, and confessed everything. “Mom, I didn’t apply for college and I don’t know what to do.”

			After dabbing a little thoughtful gray onto one of the puffy clouds, she said, “I thought you were going to the Air Force Academy.”

			“They don’t want me.”

			“Really? How’s that?”

			“Well, it’s because of Vice President Nixon.”

			Mom put down her paintbrush, admired her work momentarily, and then climbed down from the ladder, pulled a chair out from under the kitchen table, and sat on it to face me. Acquiring a faint smile, she cocked her head. “Do tell.”

			At her prompt, I proceeded to tell my mother that for me to go to the Air Force Academy, Quentin, the genius who knew everything in our rocket group, told me I was supposed to get somebody from Congress to nominate me. When I asked Dad who our congressman was, he told me it didn’t matter because the creature was a Democrat and therefore unworthy of my interest. When I explained why I wanted to know this information, Dad said I should apply to the vice president, one Richard Milhous Nixon, who was a good, honest Republican. This I had done with hopes high but, just before I’d gone off to the National Science Fair, the answer had come back from Mr. Nixon, which said pretty much how awful sorry he was but I just didn’t quite fit the bill.

			Mom gave me a look that clearly indicated she felt she’d wasted nine good months before my birth. “It wouldn’t have mattered if you’d applied to God himself,” she informed me, “because your eyes aren’t good enough. I read the health requirements. Did you?”

			Of course I hadn’t and confessed as such. She allowed a deep sigh. “You want to be an engineer, you have to go to engineer school. Heard they got a good one at VPI.”

			VPI was the Virginia Polytechnic Institute, sometimes called Virginia Tech. I knew it fairly well because my brother Jim was going there on a football scholarship. He’d been offered to play football at a lot of colleges and had decided at first to go to West Virginia University to play for a famous coach he idolized named Art “Pappy” Lewis. But then Coach Lewis abruptly resigned and my brother, furious that he wouldn’t get to play for him, switched over to Virginia Tech.

			Mom went on. “I thought about sending you up to West Virginia University but it’s so far away you have to overnight to drive up there. Why those politicians put that school nearly in Pennsylvania is beyond me, bless their hearts, but VPI’s only about four hours from here driving slow so that’s where you’re going. I applied for you back in March and got you admitted. You show up first week in September. All the paperwork is on the dining room table.”

			After letting all that sink in, I asked, “How did you know I didn’t get in the Air Force Academy?”

			She didn’t answer, just gave me that look that told me I had no secrets from her, not while she had access to my room and, now that I thought about it, knew very well the lady who put up the mail in the Coalwood Post Office.

			And that was that. I could always count on my mother to do the right thing for me even when I didn’t deserve it.
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			A Rat in Blacksburg

			To get ready to go to college, I don’t recall doing much. The literature about the school was on the dining room table, but I ignored it. I figured going to college wasn’t all that complicated. Just like in every school I had ever attended, all I had to do was show up and be told what to do and when to do it. For their part, Mom and Dad, who surely were aware I hadn’t read the letters and brochures since they remained unopened, never said a word. I guess they figured if I wanted to be ignorant, that was my right as a high school graduate.

			With the money I’d saved from working at the gas station and previously accumulated with a newspaper route, I bought from the Sears, Roebuck catalog a motor scooter that I used to putt-putt around Coalwood all summer. I loved that motor scooter. It was a light blue color and had a lot of pep. I kept wishing I had Dorothy Plunk riding on the jump seat with her arms wrapped around me, but Dorothy was gone just like the rest of my high school buddies. Loneliness was my closest companion that summer, and I looked forward to getting away from Coalwood and making new friends and studying my heart out to be an engineer.

			When the September date for me to leave rolled around, I armed myself with a small bag of clothes and some pens and pencils and started the scooter up. Dad was at the mine and Mom and our two dogs, Dandy and Poteet, were the only ones to see me off, and then there was just her since the dogs ran off to play. She opened the back gate so I could ride the scooter through it and onto the road. “Don’t wreck and don’t get run over,” she said as I departed and, without looking back, off I went.

			I have since imagined what Mom did after she closed the gate behind me. For a while, I think she probably watched the place where her little Sonny Boy had disappeared past the houses on Substation Row, and maybe she even shed a tear, I don’t know, but then she went back inside the house and got busy with her art on the kitchen wall and that was that. She had done her duty. She had raised both her boys, even the young one who had tried several times over the years to blow himself up, stood by her husband even when she thought he was wrong to keep a job sure to kill him, and lived for nearly three decades in a place she didn’t much like, and now she had other things to do. Before the year was out, she would start spending most of her time at a house she’d bought in Myrtle Beach, there to walk her beloved sandy strand, pick up shells and fossilized shark’s teeth, and concentrate on her art.

			Between Coalwood and Blacksburg were a hundred miles of steep, curvy mountain roads where there were plenty of opportunities to wreck and get run over, but heeding Mom, I avoided both. Dusk was starting to descend when I finally passed the small black-and-white road sign that announced I was entering the town limits of Blacksburg, Virginia. There were no other signs, no grand announcements that this was the home of VPI. I guess the people of Blacksburg figured if you didn’t know that already, there was no reason to advertise it. My rump was worn out from the motor scooter and I was a bit tired, but I was too excited not to take a quick tour of the campus. When I saw a long mall, I guessed it was the entrance to the school so I turned into it. At the end, I saw some huge concrete pylons. To the right of them was a little hill with some multistoried brick buildings that I took rightfully as dormitories and to the left were more brick buildings, one of them announcing that it was the student union, and then a big stone building with a sign that proclaimed it to be the library.

			Beyond the pylons there was a vast oval of grass. I would later discover the pylons were a war memorial with the names engraved on them of slain alumni during America’s various wars. The grass beyond was called the Drillfield and around its circumference were some of the most beautiful buildings I had ever seen. Made of gray but yet somehow warm-looking stone blocks, they looked like fortresses and castles. The stone blocks, I would come to learn, were a local but unique and rare granite stone called Hokie Stone.

			A magnificent building with soaring keeps towered over the others and as I admired it, a carillon inside began to play chimes followed by tones to mark the time. It was magical. Since the great buildings were casting long, dark shadows, I thought I’d best find my new home. Unfortunately, by the time Mom got me accepted to the college, all the dormitories were full so I had to live in town in a basement apartment. I sought it out and there I met another late applier and my roommate, a fellow from California named Cecil C. Childress III. Since I was Homer H. Hickam Jr., at least in alliterative fashion, we had it covered.

			“Where are your uniforms?” Cecil asked not too long after he’d welcomed me into our little dungeon.

			“Uniforms?” I asked.

			It turned out Cecil knew a lot more than I did about VPI. This was because his father had graduated from there. Cecil said he was in Blacksburg, mildly against his will, to repeat that experience. The uniforms I needed were for the military units we were both required to join. This was news to me. Jim, as far as I knew, didn’t wear any kind of uniform except the one to play football.

			Cecil took a moment to tell me about the Virginia Tech Corps of Cadets. It was, he explained, an organization where everyone was expected to live like they were in the military and wear uniforms and march around and salute. My brother was exempt because he played football. Since Jim had never mentioned any of this to me, I was astonished but, on the other hand, supposed it was sort of like the Air Force Academy so maybe it wouldn’t be too bad.

			Cecil took me under his wing, and the next morning we were off to the Cadet Corps tailor shop, there to purchase on credit two pairs of gray wool shirts, two pairs of gray wool pants with black stripes down their sides, one wool tie, one dark blue wool dress tunic with brass insignia, one white cross belt with a brass breastplate, one dark blue wool overcoat, one dark blue wool cap with a shiny leatherette brim and a black leather strap at the base of its crown, one black rubber raincoat so thick and heavy I could barely pick it up, two white cotton belts accompanied by a brass buckle, a black leather belt with the Cadet Corps crest on it, and a pair of black leather dress shoes. Black socks, fortunately, I already had.

			The white belts, Cecil explained, were called rat belts. It was so that I could be identified as a freshman or, according to the Corps vernacular, a rat. A trip to the bookstore was next, there to buy a liquid brass polisher called Brasso, something called a Blitz cloth and a jeweler’s cloth to complete the brass polishing process, a wire gizmo called a Spiffy, and black Kiwi brand shoe polish, the only one, so Cecil claimed, that truly worked to properly spit-shine shoes, which, he said, I would need to do every day. By then, I was essentially in full zombie mode, just doing what I was told. Everything seemed off-kilter somehow at this engineering school. When we would get to the engineering?

			Once back at our basement with the purchases, Cecil looked over the unopened paperwork I’d brought with me to see what I should do next. He said, “You’re in Squadron A over at Eggleston Hall, which is in the lower quad. They expected you last week.” When I just looked perplexed, he added, “You better get over there and report in.”

			Cecil showed me how to spit-shine my shoes and how to tuck my shirt into my pants so that it was flat in the back without any bagging. He also showed me how to tie my tie and how to use the Spiffy to keep the tabs of the shirt collar straight and properly flat, how to wear the cap squared away with the brim no more than two fingers above my nose, and, lastly, how to walk or, as Cecil put it, to “drag right” and “square corners.”

			Every bit of this was truly mind-boggling stuff. To drag right meant to keep always to the right side of any sidewalk or hallway. To square corners meant to sharply execute a right or left turn anytime I wanted to change directions. Things just kept getting weirder and weirder and I was beginning to wonder if Cecil was making it all up.

			After I got dressed up, my skin crawling beneath the itchy wool of the uniform, Cecil inspected me and said, “I guess it will have to do,” and pointed me in the right direction, saying, “You either go now or eventually they’ll come after you.”

			I went then. The lower quadrangle, where Squadron A was located, looked dark and forbidding like an old stone fortress. Passing under an arched sally port, I continued to the dormitory that was marked with a brass plaque that said Eggleston Hall. There was a heavy wooden double door that I opened and walked inside and up a few steps onto a linoleum-covered hallway that was so clean and polished I could see my reflection. The smell of wax and ammonia was almost overpowering. Everything—the walls, the brass doorknobs—just gleamed. When I spotted a fellow in a cadet uniform lounging beside a water fountain, I said to him, “Can you help me? I’m Sonny Hickam from Coalwood, West Virginia. Is this Squadron A?”

			Which was the last thing I said for a good long while, mainly because for much of that good long while I had a bucket on my head and some cadets, all wearing black belts, were beating on it with brooms and mops and yelling at me about things I knew nothing about such as guard orders and the college motto and my general unworthiness to partake of the oxygen from the atmosphere.

			Even through the noise and demands for answers to questions that seemed like nonsense, I managed to have at least one salient thought: If this is college, I’m not certain I’m going to like it all that much.
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			You Can’t Go Home Again Even When You Do

			Note: The Virginia Tech of today and the Virginia Tech when I attended are much different. For those of us who arrived there in 1960 when there were only around five thousand students, the campus now seems crowded with nearly thirty thousand students and dozens of new classrooms, labs, and dorms. Student life is also much changed. In the early 1960s, only a hundred or so women students lived sequestered in an antebellum house called Hillcrest. Now, women make up nearly half of the students. Where there were only a few black, Asian, and international students when I went there, these students are now a significant percentage of both the undergraduate and graduate schools. The military system at Virginia Tech has also evolved. Today, the Corps still lives within a military environment but emphasizes above all else academics and leadership through a well-thought-out curriculum under the supervision of professional on-campus advisors. Women and all races are well represented in the Corps and in all leadership positions. Anything like the hazing we received as cadets is now strictly forbidden. Although our “old corps” turned out fine leaders in both military and civilian life, the quality of the leaders that now come out of the Virginia Tech Corps of Cadets is, in my opinion, vastly superior.

			When a freshman in A Squadron quit and opened up a bunk, I left Cecil and moved into the full gale of rat life. There were always one or two upperclassmen just waiting to pounce and make me brace up, a position of exaggerated attention with chin well tucked, shoulders thrown back, stomach pulled in, and heels locked together. When it became generally known I was from West Virginia, I became even more of a fruitful target.

			“What’s a hillbilly doing in my school?”

			“I don’t know, sir.”

			“You don’t know why you’re here?”

			“To go to engineer school, sir.”

			“Why did you say you didn’t know?”

			“I don’t know, sir.”

			“You don’t know much, do you?”

			Miserably, I had to answer that, no, I didn’t know much.

			Somehow, I made it through that first academic quarter while dozens of my fellow freshmen flunked out or quit. Exam week came and went and I headed home for Christmas, fearful what my folks would say when they saw my report card since I had barely scraped by in chemistry and math. In Coalwood, I found my mom as she always was except a little more relaxed now that she had the Myrtle Beach house to escape to anytime she wanted. As per her usual, there was a giant thoroughly decorated pine tree with strings of tinsel and lights and baubles with an angel on top in the living room. Presents were stacked high beneath it, and Chipper, her beloved pet squirrel, was hidden within to ambush me or brother Jim or one of the twin Siamese cats who might be walking by. Chipper had to be the bravest squirrel there ever was in the entire history of the universe. Siamese cats are born hunters and not to be trifled with, but that didn’t stop Chipper from jumping on their backs for a ride. He’d happily squawk while they ran and then he’d launch himself high atop a chair or the curtains just out of range of their claws and teeth. If you ever want a spirit animal with real spirit, let me urge upon you the West Virginia gray squirrel.

			The first morning I was back in Coalwood, Mom sought me out at the kitchen table, where I was having a breakfast of Twinkies and hot chocolate just because I could. The food in the Virginia Tech mess hall was nutritious but bland. She looked at me with something approaching real concern that did not, as it turned out, have anything to do with my food choice. Finally, she said with some alarm, “You made your bed.”

			It took me a moment to discern her purpose for saying such a thing until I realized it was a statement of fact. She continued. “What have they done to you at that school?”

			Making my bed had been entirely a reflex action. Now that I thought about it between bites of the Twinkie, I had even used hospital tucks on the sheets. I wondered if Mom had noticed until she said, “You even used hospital tucks on the sheets. How is it you know how to do that?”

			“I’m in the Cadet Corps, Mom,” I said. “We have to make up our beds every day.”

			“Where’s your laundry?”

			“I don’t have any.”

			“Jimmie has two full bags.”

			“The laundry rat takes care of that,” I explained.

			“The laundry rat?”

			“The executive officer makes up a list of freshmen to pick up everybody’s laundry and then sees it’s done. I’ve been the laundry rat more than just about anybody.”

			Her expression was one of astonishment. “So you make up your bed, take care of your own laundry, what else?”

			I told her we also mopped and waxed our floors, folded our clothes, dusted and straightened our desks, scrubbed out our sinks, shined our shoes to a mirror finish, polished our brass until we could see our reflection in it, and generally stayed very tidy about our person, our room, and our barracks as dorms were called. We rats also got yelled at a lot and had to sit at a brace while eating, which I demonstrated.

			“Good Lord,” she breathed. “You do all that?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“I can’t wait to tell your father.”

			The question just sprung out of me, a question tinged with hope. “Because he’ll be proud of me?”

			She looked at me as if I’d gone crazy. “No. Because he won’t believe it!”

			Since I had learned it was against the rules for a Virginia Tech freshman to have any kind of motorized vehicle on campus, I rode my scooter home at Christmas to leave it there. When I told Mom this sad fact, she said she knew a fellow who wanted to buy it and I told her to go ahead but to wait until I’d gone back to school so I could have it to putt-putt along Coalwood’s streets one last time. When I rode it to the Big Store and went inside, I discovered Mr. Dubonnet at the soda fountain. John Dubonnet was Coalwood’s union chief and also grew up with my parents in Gary, a coal camp twelve miles and three mountains away. He’d even taken my mom out in high school. After World War II, he’d come back to McDowell County and rose to lead the union in Coalwood and Caretta. Dad disliked him, but I thought Mom still had a soft place in her heart for her ancient beau.

			Mr. Dubonnet waved me over to the drugstore counter and bought me a pop and asked how I was doing. Before I could answer, he said, “Heard you almost flunked chemistry.”

			Such unhappy information I knew must have come from Mom, so I didn’t deny it. Instead, I provided an excuse. “We sit in this big room with our seats up high and I can hardly see the professor he’s so far away. And I have to wear a wool uniform which is hot and itchy. And chemistry class is after lunch. Sometimes, I can’t stay awake.”

			If I expected any sympathy from the union boss, I was instantly disappointed. “You’d best take advantage of college,” he said. “Lots of boys in your high school class are working in the mine or are in the army.” And then he asked, almost inevitably because it was information about the mine superintendent a union chief could use, “How’s your dad?”

			His question reminded me I didn’t really know how my dad was because I hadn’t seen much of him. He’d mostly been up at the mine. When I made that confession, Mr. Dubonnet frowned at me and said, “He isn’t well, Sonny. That black spot on his lungs has gotten bigger. And there’s a lot of turmoil at the mine. Wildcat strikes, not enough money from the company for him to keep the mine safe. He’s dealing with a lot.”

			“Can’t you help him?” I asked.

			“That’s not my job,” he said before adding, “but he’s your dad. You should ask him how he’s doing. He might like that.”

			After Mr. Dubonnet went off to shop in the grocery of the company store, I went back to my scooter to ride around and see anybody else I knew, but the streets of Coalwood were almost empty. Most of the mine operations had moved to our sister town of Caretta. No coal trains chuffed in and out, and no more long lines of miners marched to and from the mine. Coalwood seemed like a lonely fly caught in a web waiting for whatever fate had in store for it.

			That night, I lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling and recalled those times when I was a boy listening to the crunch of hundreds of hard-toe boots as miners plodded by during shift changes. When I looked out my bedroom window, I saw only a few miners and a couple of pickup trucks going by. Where was the Coalwood I’d once known?

			On Saturday evening, with Dad nowhere around, I asked Mom to let me borrow the Buick. She had no objection so I drove over to the town of War, the home of Big Creek High School. It was my intention to attend the Saturday night dance held in the place called the Dugout beneath the Owl’s Nest Diner, but I found everything dark and locked up tight. I walked out on the bridge between the diner and the high school and recalled memories of a time and place in my life that was no more and would never be again. When I drove back through town, I saw some kids crossing the street to the old bus terminal. When I heard the thump of music, I realized the dance was there. Happy to find it, I parked the Buick and was thrilled to see Ed Johnson, who’d spun the platters at the Dugout, now holding court at the door to the terminal. After I’d surrendered a quarter, he asked, “Whatcha been doin’, Sonny boy?” When I told him I was going to college, he asked, “Then what are you doin’ here?”

			It was a good question. I looked at the sparse crowd of dancers and didn’t recognize any of them. I stuck around just in case anybody from my class showed up, but they didn’t. When I decided to leave, Ed said, “Just so you know, I’m moving to Florida. This place is not what it used to be.” I drove home listening to WLS in Chicago playing the latest in rock and roll. I didn’t recognize any of the songs, and all the groups were changing.

			A couple of days before I headed back to Blacksburg, I was surprised and happy to see Sherman Siers, one of the boys of the Big Creek Missile Agency, at our door. I’d been told Sherman was out of town but there he was. I wanted to hug him but, of course, we didn’t do that kind of thing back then. We headed up to my room, where Sherman filled me in on how much fun he was having at the engineering school at West Virginia Tech in Montgomery and that he was making straight A’s. He was just back from Kansas City, he said, where his college basketball team played in a tournament. When I sat there without much to say, he said, “Heard you had trouble in chemistry. And math.”

			Sherman wasn’t trying to make me feel bad. It was just his way of being sympathetic. All I could tell him was I felt off balance at Virginia Tech. “If you don’t like it, you should transfer,” Sherman said.

			“I don’t know what to do,” I answered miserably but happy I had somebody to talk to.

			“You’ll figure it out,” Sherman said. Good old Sherman.

			I made an attempt to change the subject by telling him about Ed Johnson and the demise of the Dugout dances. Sherman showed no surprise. “That’s why I went to Kansas City,” he answered. “Nothing’s the same here.”

			My reply was wistful. “I miss the way things were.”

			“So do I,” Sherman said. “We had some good times, didn’t we?”

			“I guess we did.” I thought about that for a while and then said, “We didn’t even realize they were good times. Isn’t that strange?”

			He laughed. “We sound like we’re eighty years old, not eighteen.”

			He was right. We had our entire lives yet to go. It was time to look forward, not back, even if forward was kind of scary. I’d once told Jake Mosby, a Coalwood junior engineer, that I was afraid of the future. He’d laughed and clapped me on the back. “Old son,” he said, “we’re all afraid of that!”

			It was my plan to hitchhike back to Blacksburg, but I was surprised when Dad volunteered to drive me there. We were mostly silent the entire time until we got to Eggleston Hall. When I put my hand on the door handle, Dad said, “Don’t flunk out and don’t quit.”

			“I won’t, Dad,” I quietly replied. When he said no more, just kept staring ahead with his jaw clenched, I got out and watched him drive the Buick away. It was only then, mindful of Mr. Dubonnet, I realized I still hadn’t asked him how he was doing, not that he would have told me.
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			Flash, Everybody’s Favorite Cadet

			In 2014, during the fiftieth anniversary of my class at Virginia Tech, we were inducted into what was known as the “Old Guard” and so a lot of the fellows in my class showed up on campus. It was great to see them. While we were there, we boys of Squadron A were asked to accompany Colonel Patience Larkin, the alumni director of the Corps, to the attic of Eggleston Hall to see something there she thought we might enjoy. Puzzled, we followed, stairway by stairway, landing by landing, we old fellows with our bad backs and creaky knees, until at the very top, she unlocked a door and swung it open where was revealed not only an attic but our past. We stood there as old men while looking back at us was nothing less than ourselves of fifty years ago. Painted on the attic walls, forgotten for decades of war and peace and success and failure and happiness and tragedy, were all our names, usually with our class graduation date “64” written alongside. There were also handprints and messages. My name was prominent: “Sonny Flash Hickam EFC ’64.” It was like seeing the paleo cave paintings left by the Neanderthals. But why were these signatures and drawings there?

			“Homer, what does EFC stand for?” Colonel Larkin asked.

			It was if Cadet Private Sonny Hickam was beside me whispering the answer. “Everybody’s Favorite Cadet,” I confessed while Sonny grinned at me.

			“I bet there’s a story about that,” she said, laughing, and she was right. There were stories behind all our graffiti, stories of perseverance and grit that had to do with the simple philosophy the Corps had in those days: The best way to build up a man is to first break down the boy. The graffiti on that attic ceiling was a testament that it hadn’t quite worked out that way. We had bent but we never broke. When we were the rats of Squadron A, the attic was our refuge, the only place we could meet without the upperclassmen barging in on us. “Taps” was played every evening at 2200 hours, also known as 10:00 p.m., and all doors were supposed to be closed and lights out but, desperate to talk and share, we freshmen would wait a half hour or so and then sneak up to the attic. Maybe the upperclassmen knew about it and maybe they’d done the same when they’d been in our spit-shined shoes, but we never got caught.

			Many people wonder why anyone in college would put up with a military system if they don’t have to, and I understand their wonder. Without a doubt, I could’ve avoided it. All I ever had to do was ask my parents to let me transfer to another school and I’m sure they would’ve agreed. Also, after the first two years at Virginia Tech, I could have chosen to be a civilian student. Yet even though my fellow rats and I struggled under the system, most of us in my squadron would eventually choose to remain in the Corps all four years. The reason why was actually pretty simple—there is nothing like shared hardship to bring people together and weld them into a brotherhood, and that’s exactly what we became. I wish I could list all their names and tell them how much I loved living, working, marching, and studying with them but they know who they are and that we are brothers forever. I will mention three of them in our squadron class, however, because Doug Murphey, Bob Edmunds, and Lynn Edney were the ones the Vietnam War took from us.

			Lynn was among the first of us to adopt a strategy to get us through our rat year. Lynn had a sense of humor and was absolutely fearless. There were two sophomores I will call Cranky and Stanky who were busy flunking out of school and therefore had plenty of time to harass us rats. To get back at them, Lynn, who was not a smoker, took it up since it was well known Stanky smoked a particularly foul cigarette brand. One night after “Taps,” Lynn tossed half-smoked Stanky butts in the urinals and around the building. When they were found, Stanky was made to police up every one of them while we rats snickered. As for Cranky, there was a big rat (a rodent, not a freshman) that kept being spotted in the halls. Lynn, a patient boy with a bow and arrow and a good aim, managed to kill the intruder one night and then toss it over the transom into Cranky’s room while the boy lay asleep. The screams from Cranky at first call were delicious to those of us who knew what had happened.

			Lynn showed the rest of us how to contend with the upperclassmen and that was to beat them at their own game. One of Cranky’s favorite ploys was to make funny faces at us to make us laugh and then giving us demerits or extra duties for “inappropriate laughter.” One afternoon, when I came in from class, he pulled this on me and, sure enough, I fell for it.

			“What are you laughing at, Rat? Do you think I’m funny?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Brace up, Rat Hickam! You better tell me I’m not funny!”

			“You’re not funny, sir!”

			“Then why are you still laughing?”

			“Because you’re funny, sir.”

			“You will report to my room at 1900 hours and polish my brass and shine my shoes!”

			This was an illegal order—I knew it, Cranky knew it—but he was so abysmally poor at shining his shoes and his brass that he came up with all kinds of excuses to force one of us to do it. At 1900 hours, I headed for Cranky’s room with all my shoeshine rags and polish and Brasso but “accidentally” dropped it all outside the room of a “rat daddy” senior. A “rat daddy” was an upperclassman who didn’t like abusing freshmen. This one was also a chemical engineering student and that meant he didn’t like being disturbed while trying to study. At the clatter outside, and I may have dropped the stuff again while trying to pick it up, his door flew open. “What are you doing, Mr. Hickam?”

			“Going to Cranky sir’s room, sir. As ordered, sir!”

			“Why are you carrying that Shinola and Brasso?”

			“I cannot tell a lie, sir. To polish Cranky sir’s brass, sir. And shine his shoes, sir. As he ordered me to do, sir!”

			As anticipated, the senior turned to face down the hall where Cranky’s room was located. “Cranky!”

			Cranky’s door opened. He stuck his head out, took one look at me with the senior, and quickly closed it.

			“Go study, Mr. Hickam. I’ll take care of this!”

			The senior was still yelling at Cranky when I closed my door behind me. Cranky never bothered me again.

			Although I was learning to fight back, I was still an easy target and the demerits started to pile up. In fact, by spring quarter, I had more demerits than any freshman in my entire class! This ultimately required me to visit none other than Major General John M. Devine, our renowned West Point–trained commandant who’d commanded an armored division in the thick of battle during World War II. He was a little fellow with a brush moustache and was rawhide tough. After I reported to his office with a smart salute, he allowed me to stay in a brace while he pondered me for what seemed a week before inquiring, with a resigned sigh, if I was ready to quit. When I assured him I wasn’t, he tapped the record of my ineptitude with an index finger and said, “This demerits list shows you are not suited for this school.”

			“I’m not going to quit, sir. No way.”

			“Then why all these demerits?”

			“I guess they’re the way I learn, sir.”

			This made General Devine almost smile, don’t ask me why, but then he reacquired his stern expression. “All right. I’m going to give you another chance but only one. You understand? You need to learn without getting demerits.”

			What I said next just popped into my head. “I’m going to become your favorite cadet, sir,” I swore. “I’m going to be everybody’s favorite cadet!”

			General Devine laughed out loud at my declaration and shook his head. “Everybody’s favorite cadet. I tend to doubt that.” He waved his hand. “Get out, Hickam, and I better not see you in here again!”

			I got out of his office, but my promise to be everybody’s favorite cadet gave me a challenge. To reach this exalted status, I started wearing a clean rat belt, polishing my brass to a gleam that would knock out an upperclassman’s eyes, spit-polishing my shoes until I could see myself in their reflection, tucking in my shirts so tight it nearly split their seams, and marching to perfection. I memorized every upperclassman’s name and even their hometowns, which, along with everything else we rats had to know from the history of the college to the official guard orders, I could rattle off without error. Pretty soon, the upperclassmen started leaving me alone and went after easier targets. When my fellow rats were stunned by my sudden transformation, I laughingly told them it was because I was “Everybody’s Favorite Cadet.”

			After my freshman year, I lived the adventure in the coal mines during the summer I wrote about in Sky of Stone, and then I was a sophomore. During that year, I applied to write a weekly column in the Virginia Tech newspaper. Although I was turned down, an editor there said I wrote with “flash,” which I duly reported to my buddies in Squadron A. The next thing I knew I was being called “Flash,” and so it was I became…

			Flash Hickam, Everybody’s Favorite Cadet, and that’s why I wrote what I did on that attic wall.
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			Red and Pink Marked the Corridors of Death

			In an encounter I wrote about in Rocket Boys, it was in May 1960 that I met Senator John F. Kennedy. He wasn’t so well known then and was struggling to win the West Virginia presidential primary against Senator Hubert H. Humphrey. Win he did, helped in part, I believe, by my question to him about going to the moon, which got him talking about getting the country moving again, and so it was by January 1961, now President John F. Kennedy swept into office under full sails. Maybe, karma being what it is, that was because his opponent, one Vice President Richard M. Nixon, had refused to nominate me to the Air Force Academy. I don’t know but you never know. However it happened, President Kennedy sounded and looked good, and his big grin kind of lit up the room.

			When I heard Kennedy’s inaugural address on a radio in my room at Virginia Tech, I liked what he had to say when he promised we were going to fight tyranny, meaning the Communists in Russia and China. Since I was in school to be an engineer to help beat the Russians in the space race and also intended to become an officer in the military, I figured I was right in line with President Kennedy’s speech.

			Looking back on it, I don’t recall any of the cadets I knew caring two cents about politics. As far as we were concerned, the USA had grown as it should since 1776 during war and peace, during which our country mostly did the right thing when it had to do it. Our history flowed from war to war including the one where we ended slavery in an awful bloodletting and then the country just kept getting better and more prosperous and that was all we needed to know except we were going to win out in the end, one way or the other. What we didn’t know, while we were enjoying a crisp, beautiful Blacksburg autumn that year of 1962, was there was something strange going on in Cuba that was about to bring the entire world to the brink of destruction.

			These days, a lot of people make fun of the 1950s and ’60s when they see films of grade school kids hiding under their desks during drills for nuclear war. I mean, how could a desk stop an atomic bomb? Ha ha. Well, not so fast. As it was explained to us by our teachers, it actually made sense. We got under our desks to keep our little bodies from being pierced by flying glass from shattered windows. That might not work but wasn’t it worth a try? These days, the fallout shelters that families built inside their homes back then are also thought of as pretty droll. Maybe so, but even if hiding out after the nukes dropped didn’t work out, at least it showed parents cared enough about their children to prepare for the worst while hoping for the best. The point is most Americans thought back then that there was a real possibility that the Russians were going to hit us with atomic bombs and we’d hit them back. Many a young man got his first successful sexual encounter in those days by reminding his young lady friend that they might as well spoon because they were probably going to die awful deaths anyway. I mean, that happened. A lot. Trust me.

			It was October 1962, my junior year at Virginia Tech, when I finally managed to get my own column in the Virginia Tech, our college newspaper. Simply put, I had this overwhelming need to write. Although I’d been turned down for a feature column titled “Corps in Column” the previous year, Jim Tankard, the new feature editor, agreed to give me a try in a column titled “Sound Off!” Patiently, the future professor emeritus at the University of Texas in Austin taught me how to open an article, get to the juice, and close out with some pizazz.

			Though I did my best to be a good writer while still struggling through engineer school, there were other things going on in the world to worry about. One of them was when Premier Nikita Khrushchev of the Soviet Union noticed President Kennedy was busily installing American Jupiter missiles next door in Turkey. Khrushchev got it in his head that if that young upstart of an American president thought he was going to surround his country with nuclear weapons, he’d return the favor by putting missiles in Cuba. Cuba was only ninety miles from Florida, which meant our entire country east of the Mississippi was well within range. President Kennedy, getting wind of this, didn’t take kindly to this plan and so the next thing I knew about it, I was with my cadet buddies huddled around our television set in the dayroom listening to the president tell us there was a very good chance that nukes were about to fly. Of course, he didn’t say that directly, but from the steel in his voice and the phrases he used, it sounded a lot like an ultimatum, and anybody who knew anything about our military knew there were atomic and hydrogen bombs already in the air aboard B-52s, just waiting out there somewhere over the Arctic ice to head to Russia. Likely, Soviet bombers were also out there circling and ready to go. Toward the end of his speech, Kennedy gazed into the camera lens and with what I took as the utmost finality said:

			“My fellow citizens, let no one doubt that this is a difficult and dangerous effort on which we have set out. No one can foresee precisely what course it will take or what costs or casualties will be incurred. Many months of sacrifice and self-discipline lie ahead—months in which both our patience and our will will be tested…”

			“Months! Holy shit,” somebody said. “We’re going to war!”

			“The Corps will be called up,” somebody else said and nobody argued with that assessment, although privately I think there were more than a few of us who suspected we would be radioactive dust long before that happened.

			When I heard a professor who was an expert on radiation was going to talk to the Corps, I gathered with a crowd in the Burruss Hall auditorium. It was packed, and I recall the sour smell of our sweat-damp wool uniforms. The man, an older gentleman with a kindly face like somebody’s favorite uncle, was dressed in a tweed jacket and soon had us mesmerized by his calm, matter-of-fact analysis of the horror that was coming.

			On a flip chart, he showed the likely targets for the Soviets and his assessment of the size of the bombs they’d use. Cities with a population of more than a million and the District of Columbia were probably going to be hit with ten- to twenty-megaton monsters. Smaller cities were going to get six to ten megatons. Military bases would be pounded by the more surgical five megatonners that would still leave craters miles in diameter. The closest military base to Blacksburg was Radford Arsenal, about twenty miles away. The good professor said Radford would probably only get hit by a small nuclear bomb. “Still,” he went on, “we’ll feel its effects here. If you’re standing outside when it hits, you’ll first see a flash that will permanently blind you. The heat will be close behind so, if you were lucky enough not to be blinded by the flash, I recommend you try to get behind something. The blast effect…well, it’ll be like a hurricane. Buildings will come apart and debris will be flying everywhere with enough force to kill. Then will come the radiation, but not just from Radford. From everywhere.”

			He flipped his chart to show the normal winds of October in the United States with red and pink swaths marking the likely path of fallout and radiation from an attack on the East Coast. The only thing on his chart that I halfway liked was that Coalwood and, in fact, all of McDowell County did not fall within any of the radiation corridors. Maybe my folks would survive even if my brother and I didn’t. But what kind of world would be left? The professor wasn’t hopeful. “There will be massive casualties,” he said. “There won’t be many doctors or nurses left, and most of the hospitals will be rubble. It will be a nightmare where the living will envy the dead. Eventually, I suspect, most life in the northern hemisphere will die off. In the southern hemisphere, well…” He shrugged. “It depends on where the wind blows and the currents flow. Are there any questions?”

			If there were any, I don’t recall them. Mostly, everybody was shocked into silence. I slogged dismally back to the barracks and joined the Squadron A cadets in front of the television in the dayroom. No one said anything. We just watched the constant news, which really had nothing new to say. My textbooks were waiting in my room, but I saw no good reason to study, nor did I see any reason to work on my newspaper column.

			On October 27, the news came that one of our U-2 reconnaissance planes over Cuba had been shot down and the pilot killed. “Those damn Russians! Kill ’em all!” I heard a cadet yell down the hall. Much of America echoed that sentiment. Shortly afterward, an American destroyer was reported to have depth-charged a Russian submarine. On our battered television set, we began to see film of fallout shelters being prepared and troops on the move in Florida toward Key West to jump off to Cuba. Civil Defense made announcements with advice on what to do if war came, which was mainly to listen for the sirens and get to a shelter if you could find one.

			All that was left for the students at Virginia Tech to do was what we always did and that meant for the cadets to get up at 0600 in the morning and march in formation to breakfast and then spend the day in class or the library or in our rooms studying and then evening formation and dinner in the mess hall and back to our rooms for more studying or going down to the dayroom to watch the television. We just existed to see if we would continue to exist.

			A week after Kennedy’s speech, without any specifics, it was announced that the Russians had agreed to withdraw their missiles and the American blockade of Cuba was lifted. As the years passed, we would learn that we came very close to an exchange of nuclear weapons because of miscalculations on both sides. To this day, if you read most American historians, they will claim that it was Khrushchev who blinked and gave in. A deeper unpeeling of that historical onion shows very clearly that both Khrushchev and Kennedy blinked. The removal of the Soviet missiles from Cuba was celebrated by our big news media outlets while the removal of our Jupiter missiles from Turkey went mostly unreported.

			Relieved that we weren’t going to be called up and that we could continue our studies, the Virginia Tech Corps of Cadets went back to being ourselves. What we didn’t know was that for many of us, in a place much farther away than Cuba, another crisis was brewing. When it boiled over, we would be tossed into its meat grinder, but for a while, at least, we slept the sleep of the saved.
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			The Skipper, Part 1

			Once upon a time on a night when our windows were rattling with a fast-blowing, bitter wind and the snow was piling up outside in huge drifts, a situation otherwise known as Blacksburg during the winter, a fellow A Squadron cadet named Alton Benjamin “Butch” Harper turned up in my room and said he had decided I was just the fellow to help him do something very important.

			At the time I was studying dynamics, which was getting the better of me, so I was happy to turn to him and ask, “What’s that, Butch?”

			His answer was simple and to the point. “We need to build a cannon.”

			Since I was a former Rocket Boy and therefore missed things that exploded, I perked right up and said, “Sounds good to me!”

			This kind of instant agreement to an outlandish proposal has tended to get me in trouble over my life and this time was no exception, although it ultimately delivered up something unexpected and wonderful. Butch’s cannon idea grew from the annual football game between VPI and our archrivals the Virginia Military Institute, also known as VMI. The contest, called the Military Classic of the South, was held every Thanksgiving Day in Roanoke’s Victory Stadium and was filled with color and tradition and lots of pranks between the two student bodies. For the most part, the pranks were pretty bland, such as sneaking on opposing campuses and scattering leaflets and maybe painting statues in the opposing school’s colors. Sometimes, however, things got a little out of hand.

			In 1954, just before the big game, Virginia Tech cadets sneaked onto VMI’s Lexington campus and kidnapped their mascot, which happened to be a kangaroo named Moe. In retaliation, VMI sneaked onto the Blacksburg campus and kidnapped a freshman cadet named Sam and demanded an exchange. After giving it some thought, the VPI kidnappers decided they’d just keep Moe. It was only after much consternation from the administrators of both schools that the ’roo nappers gave in. When they did, VMI got the last laugh by binding Sam’s legs and making him hop to freedom across the football field during the exchange. These days, of course, the perpetrators on both sides would have been kicked out of school and maybe even served jail time while people on social media wrung their hands and cried and said it was proof young people had gone terribly weird. Our sense of humor as a nation has surely changed, which I think is kind of sad. On the other hand, I don’t hold much with kidnapping kangaroos or even freshmen.

			Every Thanksgiving morning for many decades saw our Corps at the Blacksburg train station where we piled onto some old passenger cars pulled by a steam locomotive along a spur to Roanoke called the Huckleberry. It was called that, or so it was said, because the train went so slow along the seldom-used track that it was possible to get off and pick huckleberries along the way. In Roanoke, excited crowds gathered along the street as we poured off the train and formed up to march to the stadium. We were always led by our band with blasts of trumpets and rolling drums and our drum major excitedly thrusting the ceremonial baton skyward as if punching holes in the sky. We were quite the stirring sight.

			The band that led us was over 120 strong and was called the Highty-Tighties. Like many stories about the Corps, the story on how our regimental band got its nickname had a couple of versions. The version the band liked was that once during a parade in Richmond, the drum major tossed up his baton, missed it when it came down, but caught it on the first bounce. Somebody, probably in a bowler hat with a beer bottle in his hand, shouted out “Hoity-Toity,” meaning “show-off,” and the name just naturally caught on.

			The other story, the one that seems to me to be the most likely, was that during the raucous, roaring 1920s, the band members lived in a section of their barracks called Division E and gave itself the nickname by making up a cheer that went like this:

			Highty Tighty, Christ Almighty

			Who the hell are we?

			Riff ram, goddamn, we’re from Division E.

			Either way, the name stuck and the band was proud of it. They were an accomplished bunch and could really play stirring music
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