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Deke Slayton was one of the first seven Mercury astronauts--and he might have been the first
American in space. Instead, he became the first chief of American Astronaut Corps. It was Deke
Slayton who selected the crews who flew the Gemini, Apollo, and Skylab missions. It was Deke
Slayton who made Neil Armstrong the first man on the moon.Deke! is Deke Slayton's' story--told
in his own words and in the voices of the men and women who worked with him and knew him
best. Deke Slayton's knowledge of how the .S. manned space program worked is the missing
piece of every space buff's puzzle. Now, after decades of silence, he tells his priceless stories of
those years when American was engaged in the greatest voyage of exploration in human
history.At the Publisher's request, this title is being sold without Digital Rights Management
Software (DRM) applied.
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and grandchildren1BEGINNINGSI guess when it comes to space and aviation, I’ve seen and
done a lot in fifty years. My name isn’t the first one to come to mind when somebody says the
word astronaut, but I was one of the original Mercury guys—the one who got screwed out of a
mission for medical reasons. I hung in there and wound up running the Astronaut Office. Neil
Armstrong became the first person to walk on the moon because I selected him. I eventually got
into space, however, on Apollo-Soyuz—thirteen years after I should have.When I was four years
old, growing up on a dairy farm in Wisconsin, I was fond of running across the country road to
the neighbor’s place. There wasn’t much traffic on that road, but my mother was terrified that I’d
get hit by a truck. With three other children younger than me, she had her hands full and her
eyes elsewhere.So whenever she let me out into the front yard, she tied me to a tree with a rope.
I was tethered like a puppy. I could run around, but only so far. I certainly couldn’t reach the
road.Eventually I convinced my mother that I wasn’t going to go running into the road, and I was
set free. But I can make the case that ever since I was young I have wanted to explore … and



people have tried to stop me.It’s not as though there was anywhere to run to. The Slayton farm
was a mile north of Leon, Wisconsin, which itself wasn’t much more than a wide spot in Highway
27, which runs south of the city of Sparta. Sparta was a small town in those days—I remember
the population well, because it was the same as the number of feet in a mile—5,280. I think it’s
now grown almost to a nautical mile, 6,010 or something.In 1959, the year I was selected as a
Mercury astronaut, Leon’s population was 150. It probably still is, for all I know. It had a general
store named the Farmer’s Store, a feed mill, a couple of filling stations, a garage, and two farm
implement dealers.I had an older half sister, Verna, and an older half brother, Elwood. My dad,
Charles Sherman Slayton, was married once before, but his first wife died when Elwood was
born. Elwood was farmed out to an aunt to raise, so he was more like a cousin than a brother …
he didn’t live with us.Verna, who was four years older than Elwood, did live with us. She
eventually died of multiple sclerosis. Elwood is still up in Wisconsin.My dad remarried to Victoria
Larson, and I’m the oldest from the second marriage. I’ve got a brother, Howard, one year
younger. A sister, Bev, a year younger than he is. A sister, Marie—she’s two years younger than
Bev. My youngest brother, Dick, is nine years younger than I am. So that’s the family.I should
point out that to my family, and to the rest of the world until I was in my thirties, I was always Don
Slayton. Nobody called me Deke until I became a test pilot at Edwards in the 1950s.Slayton is
supposed to be English, but three of my grandparents came from Norway. The English one
we’ve traced back to New England somewhere. My dad used to say he was probably a cabin
boy or horse thief. There are a lot of Slaytons around the country, I’ve discovered. I go
someplace and somebody pops up to say he’s my relative via this channel, forty times
removed.My dad was an avid reader, even though all he had was an eighth grade education. He
took the Saturday Evening Post and the Farm Journal. When I was a little older he even became
the township tax collector, but managed to stay liked by everyone.He took jobs because farming
was a tough way to make a living, especially in the thirties. Nobody had money in those days and
by most standards we were poor. We reused Christmas and Valentine’s Day cards to save a few
pennies. But, fortunately, being on a farm, we never worried about starving to death. We always
had plenty of good, healthy food to eat. We didn’t have fancy clothes, but for farming all you
need are old overalls.My dad used to go out and run a road grader for the county, building roads.
That’s how we got cash. Verna’s husband really ran the farm.Entertainment was a luxury. I do
recall being taken into Sparta once to see my first movie, which turned out to be some Nelson
Eddy—Jeanette MacDonald thing. My parents must have liked it, but I didn’t. I’ve hardly been to
a movie since.We didn’t even have a radio until I got to high school, because we didn’t have
electricity. For a while we had a Delco battery plant set up in the basement of the house. That
gave us electricity for lights, but not much. It was only after I left in 1942 that we got 110-volt
electricity.No indoor plumbing, either. That didn’t come in until we got electricity.(Growing up the
way I did, I’m still amazed at the number of things that are electrical these days. Once I had a
conversation with a guy about nuclear war and nuclear winter. He was telling me it wouldn’t
bother him: he’d just jump in his car and head out to the country. I pointed out that his car



probably had an electronic ignition and if he tried to put gas in the car the pumps were also
electrical.)Fishing was something we did all the time. There was a stream down in back, half a
mile from where we lived. All you had to do was cut a cane pole and get a piece of string; hooks
were cheap. You could get a lot of entertainment for very little.I also started hunting when I was
very young: I was using a gun from the time I was six years old, and bought an old sixteen-gauge
shotgun—single shot—when I was eight or nine. I think I paid a dollar and a half for it. It didn’t
work half the time. It had an outside hammer. I can’t remember how many times I’d find a rabbit
and pull to shoot the son of a gun and the gun would misfire. You could say I did a lot of
unintended game conservation in those days.We also learned how to deal with animals. These
days everybody’s got pets, and we’re probably giving more feed to them than we are to farm
animals. When I was young, people would usually have a family dog around, maybe a few stray
cats, but nobody paid much attention to them. My wife, Bobbie, and I have some little Lhasa
apsos—it gets down to forty degrees and you’ve got to get those little guys inside or they’ll
freeze. But those old farm dogs, it would get down below zero and they’d just dig a hole in a hay
bale—or in the snow—and curl up, spend the night. Animals are pretty tough if they’re on their
own.We also had some sheep. I remember grinding an old mechanical shaft that runs the
shearing scissors. You’d usually cut chunks out of the hide here and there, grab a slab of pine
tar, slap it on the wound, and off they’d go.We sold a few eggs, anything that would get a penny
here or there. Today my brother doesn’t have any chickens … no pigs … no sheep, nothing. He’s
got dairy cows and that’s it.The problem is, he’s got about half a million dollars invested in
machinery. You need about five to six hundred acres to make any financial sense out of it, and
he’s only got a couple hundred. So when he was more active (and I guess his son-in-law still is)
he did a lot of job-shopping for other people. He’d do his own combining, then he’d go combine
for some other people.You can’t find farm labor; you’ve got to have the machinery. And you’ve
got to have a big base of land to make the machinery pay. Howard’s got three tractors, for
example, which is just a hell of a capital investment.Lot of people are just selling off the land or
moving out of the farm. There are bigger and bigger chunks with less people. The old family farm
is a thing of the past. It happened pretty fast, too.I always thought the Russians could reset to
where we were about 1939. They’ve got the people and that style of farming is manpower
intensive.I had to pump water and carry wood before I even started going to school. I started
milking cows, first thing morning and night, when I was probably six years old. With our cows in
the wintertime, you had to pitch hay and feed in front of them, and shovel manure out from
behind them, every day. Summertime they ran in the pasture, so it was a little easier.The crops
we raised were mostly to feed the cattle. Corn and hay and oats. Of course, we didn’t have a
tractor, we had four horses. The oats were raised for the horses.Harvesting was just plain
manual labor. Mow the hay down and let it dry, windrow it. Then it was just hand work. Get a
pitchfork and stack it … come out with the wagons and pitch it onto the wagons, haul it into the
barn. Then you’d lift it up to the hay mow and pitch it around up there. It was hot, dirty work, but it
was good for you. Today they just chop it and blow it into a silo or bale it. One guy can do a hell



of a lot of hay in a day.We had threshing parties where all the neighbors would get together and
travel from one farm to the other. You had one guy who was running the threshing machine,
which he’d rented out, and he’d come to our farm for the day. All the surrounding neighbors
would come in with their wagons and haul in the bundles of oats and corn. Some people would
do that while others would carry the grain to the granary. When you finished that guy’s crops, you
headed down the road to the next guy’s.The family that was getting the work was always
obligated to feed the crew. Ladies would chip in with cooking, too. Some of the biggest meals
I’ve ever had were threshing meals.That happened three times a year—one was the grain
threshing, another was when they were filling the silos with green corn. And the last time would
be late in the fall, when the corn had matured and you were shredding the corn off the stalks. But
it was basically the same format for all of them.These days each guy does his own haying with a
combine and a truck and a trailer. It’s all automated and not very manpower-intensive, which is
good, because there isn’t a lot of manpower around. In the 1930s and 1940s the standard
working wage for a hired guy on a farm was a dollar a day, a ten- or twelve-hour day, whatever
hours were worked. When I got in high school, I used to do some day work for people, and that’s
the pay I got, too.My dad tried to be diversified. We had chickens and sheep, but our income was
from whole milk. My uncle over the hill used to sell cream. He had one more step to go through
besides milking the cows: he had to run the milk through this old cream separator, which is a
hand-cranked thing. He sold nothing but the cream, and that went to a butter factory in the area.
Our milk went to the Pet Milk factory in town, where it was converted to condensed as opposed
to fresh milk.We did have one cash crop, and that was tobacco, which was really labor-intensive.
You had to grow tiny plants under cloth in beds, then pull those out and hand plant them.
Tobacco planters are still in use today because nobody’s ever figured out a better way to do the
job. You had a big water barrel mounted on a pair of wheels and two little seats back behind it,
right next to the ground. A guy sits on each seat, and then there’s a little blade right in between
them that digs a furrow. You’ve got a clicker to time it, and you just sit there with your lap full of
fresh tobacco plants and stick them in there one at a time. First it’s my turn and then it’s your turn.
You go click-click-clicking across the field. The water tank dumps a shot of water in with every
plant as you stick it in there. It’s just a mechanical timing device. Having horses trained to walk at
the right speed was a challenge in itself. You had to have exactly the right team of horses. With a
tractor today it’s easy; you set the throttle any place you want it.That was the first major job.
Then, when the stuff started to grow, you had to hoe it continually. You always got big green
worms like tomato worms that grow on tobacco. You’d have to go through the plants constantly,
drag these big worms out, and slam them on the ground to kill them. We didn’t put insecticide on
anything because we didn’t have any—nothing that was safe.Finally, when the tobacco was
mature, you’d chop it down, string it up on laths, and hang it up in a shed to dry. This was all just
a hell of a lot of work.You used to do that in September, then leave it there until Christmas time,
when you usually got a warm spell where it was above freezing. The tobacco was now dry, but
there was enough moisture in the air that if you touched the leaves they wouldn’t break up. This



was casing season. You’d take down the plants and spend the next month in the barn stripping
the leaves off and putting it in bales. Finally you’d sell it in the spring.It was really hard work. One
of the things I tell my friends who still have the bad habit of smoking … if you ever saw people
fixing tobacco, you’d give it up. We’d take all the really nice leaves with no wormholes and put
them in one bale. They went up to the cigar manufacturers to make cigar wrappers. Tobacco in
Wisconsin was mostly for wrappers.But any trash that had wormholes in it went into another
bale, and that went to cigarette companies. They just chopped it up and converted it to
cigarettes.You’d think with all this I’d never have taken up smoking, but at that time smoking was
the adult thing to do. My dad smoked and my uncle smoked—everybody I knew smoked. In third
or fourth grade we’d take shavings out of the hand pencil sharpener and try to roll a cigarette.
That didn’t taste too good.Howard and I tried snuff once. This was in the middle of winter—we
were up in a pile of straw, and we got so damn dizzy we couldn’t stand up.It’s amazing to me that
people still smoke today, with all the current knowledge. In our day nobody knew it was that bad
for you. We knew it was a smelly habit. I never wanted to get too close to my dad when I was
young because he always smelled like smoke.My dad lived till the age of eighty-three and he
was still smoking. But he died of lung cancer. If he hadn’t been out in the fresh air on a farm his
whole life, he’d have probably died about twenty years earlier. I think in an outdoor career you
can probably tolerate it better than you can sitting in an office smoking.The thing about farming
then—and it’s not a lot different now—is that when you talk about a farmer, you’re defining an all-
purpose person. A farmer has to be a small businessman, an entrepreneur, a bookkeeper. He
has to know how to deal with animals; he’s sort of a half-assed veterinarian. He’s a
horticulturalist. These days he’s even got to be an electrician. He’s got to be a carpenter, a
mechanic, it’s all these things rolled into one. It’s a very demanding occupation.A farm is a good
place to be raised. I support the idea of compulsory farm rearing; it would be a great character
builder for everyone. But it’s hard to create that environment … . My first wife used to say, you
can’t simulate poverty.One thing happened to me on the farm that affected me for a long time: I
cut off the ring finger on my left hand.I did it when I was five, before I started school. I was
following my dad around on his horse-drawn hay mower. We had an old mower with a sickle bar,
two horses on it. I’d go out there and follow him around, like little kids do.The bar would get
clogged up with hay and you’d have to back the horses up a step and get off and clean the sickle
bar off. Then go on and mow again.So I was going to be helpful, and I reached down there to
clean the bar off and about that time the horses took this one step … it went click and zipped
that finger right off.I was luckier than hell because I could have lost all of them. It didn’t hurt, but
of course, my dad was pretty upset about it. He took me uptown, where they trimmed it off. First
time I ever had anesthesia … one of the few times I ever did.It never particularly bothered me
physically. When I took up boxing, I found I could hit just as hard with my left as I could with my
right. But I also think it made me self-conscious. I was probably in my twenties before I got over
the idea that the missing finger was the first thing anybody noticed about me.I had to walk to
grade school in Leon except in wintertime, when we used to ski across the fields to school. In the



spring and fall we’d follow the road around, which was a mile and a half walk. Rain, shine, or
whatever, you went to school. They didn’t close it because it was raining or snowing.The Leon
School was an old two-room schoolhouse, grades one through four in one room and five through
eight in the other. One teacher for each room, six to twelve kids per class. A lot of the kids
showed up for school having heard nothing but Norwegian all their lives; they couldn’t speak any
English. (In my family, where my mother and her relatives spoke Norwegian, it was the other way
around. They’d use Norwegian whenever they didn’t want us to know what the hell was going
on.)So we all lost an opportunity to learn another language at an age when it would have been
very easy to do. I’ve always regretted that. (It took me months, when I was pushing fifty, to learn
enough Russian to get by.)My first four years were with Miss Ovelia Melby, who made me her
teacher’s pet. I didn’t mind too much, though it was kind of awkward, since she was going out
with a cousin of mine. The second four years were with Miss Martha Schamens and with a
young guy named Ernie Betts. Betts later became the assistant secretary of agriculture.The only
mischief I got into was tossing a snowball through one of the classroom windows. I was
ashamed of myself and confessed. I always did well with the schoolwork, but I had problems
with presentations. I didn’t like to get up in front of people and talk.When I was chosen class
valedictorian for eighth grade graduation, my self-consciousness kicked in: I froze onstage.High
school was five miles farther away than Leon, in Sparta itself. I’d ride the school bus sometimes. I
was interested in sports, but farm kids really couldn’t play football, since the season conflicted
with harvests. I tried out for track, but I turned out to be too slow. I had a cousin in town who was
on the boxing team, so I tried that, under Coach Eddie Blewett and his assistant, Killer Kane
(later a coach at the University of Wisconsin).I found that there were some other farm kids taking
boxing, and one of them had his own car, an open Model T. So I used to ride back and forth with
them during the boxing season. A lot of the time I’d simply run home; it was more productive than
running around the goddamn floor of the school gym. By that time I also had a bicycle, and
sometimes I rode that to school.(Some of those older guys are still around and into Formula One
airplane racing. In fact, that’s how I got into it when I retired from NASA in the early 1980s. It’s
pretty unusual that you’ve got about twenty-five active racing planes and three of them are guys
from Sparta, Wisconsin.)I don’t think I expected to become a world welterweight champion
boxer, but I held my own. I stayed in my weight for the next forty-some years.Howard and I
belonged to the Future Farmers of America—-FFA—in high school, and we started raising
animals to show at the county fair. I raised Shropshire sheep and he raised Berkshire pigs.I also
went out for the band and learned the trombone. The director, Beldon LaBansky, was also a
lieutenant in the Army Reserve. He was the kind of feisty guy you couldn’t ignore.This was the
big band era; it also happened to be the time we got a radio and I was exposed to music for the
first time. I became a big fan of the Dorseys, Glenn Miller, Benny Goodman, Les Brown, all of the
big bands. Sparta had a city band in addition to the school group, and the school band would
play concerts on Sunday evenings sometimes.Here’s where I had my first experience with
alcohol. I tried drinking some wine, naturally drank too much, and threw up. That ended those



experiments for a while.One day in November the school band was out on the field at marching
practice. It was a pretty nice day for that time of year—you didn’t even need your jacket in the
morning. About midday snow started to fall. So much snow fell just that afternoon that some of
the country kids were trapped at school.This became the Armistice Day blizzard—November 11,
1941—and killed hunters all over Minnesota and Wisconsin.My mom used to tell a story of how I
got all worried about wars when studying geography. I was eleven and the Italians had just
invaded Ethiopia. So I went to her for reassurance that there wouldn’t be any more. When I was
just starting my sophomore year at Sparta High School, the Germans invaded Poland, and by
God, here was another war. It was still pretty far from Sparta, however. I don’t recall anybody
being too worried that we would be involved.But over the next few months I began to notice
airplanes going in and out of Camp McCoy, an Army base a few miles outside Sparta. I began to
think that flying around looked like a great thing to be doing—it beat working on a farm. I got so
well known for this that in the yearbook my motto was, “Keep ’em flying!”So in my junior year I
transferred out of all my ag courses and loaded up with physics, chemistry, and
math.Transferring like that caused one of the few real arguments I ever had with my dad. We
always got along. Working on a farm with each other every day of our lives, we had to. But I was
the oldest boy in the family, you see, and I was supposed to take over the farm. So my dad was
pretty disappointed when I told him I was more interested in becoming a pilot.Fortunately, my
brother Howard stayed in ag, and we all just assumed he would take over the farm.The only
mark on my school record was an F I got in chemistry my junior year. It was particularly
surprising because I had gotten an A the quarter before. But the teacher, Clarence Simonson,
had caught me smoking and decided to teach me a lesson. Unfortunately, it didn’t take.Then,
midway through my senior year, on Sunday, December 7, 1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl
Harbor. The next day we were at war.Like all landlubbers, I was interested in the Navy. Partly this
was because all my older friends who were entering the service all wanted to join the Navy, and
partly because I wanted to be a Navy pilot. I knew that to be a pilot, you needed some college
education, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me.It so happened that in March 1942 the Army Air
Corps changed its rules. They would now accept high school graduates as candidates for flight
school. So, on April 8, 1942, I signed up with the old Army Air Corps as a private
unassigned.2FLYINGThings being what they are with the military, I graduated from high school
in May 1942 all ready to go and fight the Japanese or the Germans … and sat on my butt for the
next three months. The problem was, the war had just started and they had all these people
signed up. They couldn’t cope with it all.I did get called up once that summer and got as far as
Milwaukee before they rescinded the orders and I went back home again.One thing I did during
that trip, however. Here I was wanting to be a pilot, and I’d never been in an airplane. I figured I
should really see if I would like it. So while I was in Milwaukee I went to Lake Michigan, where
there was a guy who who had a little Luscombe with floats. He charged me five dollars and took
me up, flew me around awhile, then came back. I decided flying was pretty neat.I finally got my
call in August.I was shipped down to the aviation cadet center at San Antonio, Texas. They were



oversaturated; they didn’t have uniforms to issue people, so we went around in the clothes we
had. We lived in tents and when we walked around, we were up to our knees in sand. Then it
rained. We wound up building little wood platforms to keep out of the mud.I had one big hurdle to
get over when I got to San Antonio—the physical exam for pilot training. I came through in
perfect health, except for my missing finger. For a moment it looked as though I was going to be
disqualified on the spot. But they checked the regulations and discovered that the ring finger on
your left hand (if you were right-handed; reverse it if you were left-handed) was the only finger
you could have missing on either hand and be qualified as a pilot. Your ring finger, they decided,
is the most useless finger on your hand.Don’t ask me who the hell wrote those regulations.I did
some boxing at San Antonio and found myself going up against a guy who had been a sparring
partner for Joe Lewis. I didn’t know that when I started, and I was lucky I didn’t get hurt.Like
everybody else in the Army, for lack of anything better to do, I also took up smoking. I kept at it
for the next twenty years or so.We got issued uniforms and went through the standard preflight
training. Part of that was a battery of tests. They were picking people for three different categories
—pilot, bombardier, or navigator—and they decided right then and there where you were going
to go for training. As usual, they’d ask you what you wanted to do … then have you do the
opposite.Obviously I said I wanted to be a pilot. I was approved and assigned to Class 43E.
Then they moved me up a class, because they ended up with some vacancies in the earlier
class and they wanted them all filled. So they backed me up to the D class. Which was a break
for me.Except that since I was still assigned to 43E, no one had expected me to go anywhere for
a couple of weeks. So they loaded me up with shots. Of course, being an old farm boy, I’d never
had a shot in my life. Suddenly I had yellow fever and typhoid and smallpox all working on me.
There I was on the train from San Antonio up to Vernon, which is where the primary school was,
and I was so goddamn sick from all these shots that I couldn’t stand. I got over it, but I’ve never
forgotten that train trip. Never had another quite as bad.Primary training took place at Vernon,
Texas, up near the Panhandle. Vernon was one of those places where you could stand in the
mud and have dust blowing in your eyes. North Texas in the wintertime.We had several types of
planes to learn on: the Stearman, a biplane trainer, and several single-wings—the Fairchild
PT-19 and the North American AT-6 Texans. I liked the PT-19; I didn’t have to be concerned
about liking flying, having made that flight at Milwaukee, and I thought it was a lot of fun. As
usual, there were a few guys didn’t take to it. We had some guys who were prone to get airsick.
But I never had that problem. Within the first ten hours I was flying around upside down.
Everybody else was still trying to figure out how to fly right side up.My instructor was an old
country guy, a civilian, like all the instructors in primary. He was a hunter and he’d take me out to
the Red River, between Oklahoma and Texas. We’d fly around dueling, do a lesson in the
morning, then run down the river to see where all the ducks were. This was in the fall, so the
ducks were flying. Then it was back to Vernon, where I’d drop him, go get lunch, then go fly
again solo. He would go out and duck hunt. And I’d be out there above the river, flushing ducks
for him.Out on the Red River was the first time I came close to killing myself in an airplane. When



you fly low enough to flush these ducks, they all come up off the water right in front of you. It
shows how stupid I was: I had them through the prop and through the wing and everything else.
Fortunately, I never hit one, but once I ducked my head when all these ducks were coming
around the canopy … and hit the surface of the river with the wheels of the plane.I could just as
easily have flipped ass over teakettle. That would have been the end of the day right there.I think
my instructor got a lot of ducks that fall, though. He had a couple of other students, and I think he
had everybody chasing for him.Primary training was pretty straightforward. Just a lot of flying,
which suited me fine.After three months I was promoted from primary to basic flight training and
was shipped from Vernon to Waco. One of the differences here was that now we flew off
concrete runways, though we still had some auxiliary grass fields scattered around the town.I
started flying a new plane, too, the Vultee T-13. It had a fixed landing gear and looked a lot like
the T-6, except the gear didn’t retract. The T-13 was called the “Valiant,” but we called it the
“Vibrator.”The Confederate Air Force, the guys who restore and fly old warplanes, has still got a
few of them. Fred Haise, one of the Apollo 13 crew, crashed in one of them in 1973 and got
himself all burned. That was in a Confederate Air Force T-13 they had rigged up to look like a
Japanese torpedo bomber.It wasn’t a bad airplane, but it shook like mad. It was sturdy, though.
You could do snap rolls all day with that damn thing.Being an instructor in those days was pretty
challenging. You were probably as likely to be killed by one of your students as shot down by the
Germans. In some cases guys would freeze up on the controls. Get scared, panicked about
something … just lock up.Even communicating from instructor to student was tough: all we had
was an old gosport tube from the front to the back cockpit, and that wasn’t much. If that didn’t
work, you had to chop the throttle and yell.So it was risky for instructors. We had military
instructors in Waco, and one day this guy took two of us up for formation training.“All right,” he
said, “let’s break up and do a little dogfighting. Just give you a little feel for that.”Well, being green
as grass, I came in making a high side pass on him. I think he thought I was going to run right
over him. I didn’t think I was going to, but he did. I got close enough, anyway, and it really scared
him pretty bad. “Slayton,” he told me, “don’t ever do that again.”At that time there were also some
Royal Air Force—British—pilots going through basic. A couple of them were instructors. One day
this T-I3 came back with an RAF instructor, and there was a great big damn gouge through the
engine cowl, just a couple of inches below the spinner on the prop. The canopy was all smashed
up. Worst of all, the whole tail, from a few inches behind the leading edge, was just torn
up.Everybody stood around, scratching their heads, trying to figure out how in the hell you could
do that kind of thing. And this guy wouldn’t talk. He wasn’t going to tell anybody what had
happened.Well, the instructors finally got it out of him. He and the other pilot had been flying
down the Bosque River, trying to go under this bridge. At the last minute they realized they
weren’t going to make it. They pulled up to go over it and hit a bridge cable. Luckily, the cable hit
the cowling while the prop was horizontal. Props are going pretty fast, so you can imagine the
odds against that. It was the first impact with the cable that caused the gouge in the
cowling.Then, of course, the cable broke, and the end snapped around, smashing the canopy



and tearing most of the tail off the plane.There’s an awful lot of just pure horseshit luck in flying.
By the time a pilot gets to the test pilot level, if nothing else, he’s proved he’s lucky.Coming out of
Waco, I faced another decision point. I knew I was going to be a pilot if I managed to get through
the next level, which was advanced training. Most of the people who were going to wash out
already had by this point.Now I had to choose whether I wanted to be a single-engine or multi-
engine pilot. Well, that wasn’t a choice: I wanted to be a single-engine fighter pilot. And my best
friend wanted to be multi-engine pilot. The military way, again: we each got the wrong
orders.Being dumb little cadets, we went in to see the commander. I said, “Sir, he wants to go to
multi-engine and I want to go to single-engine, so there must be a slot available either way. Why
can’t you just switch us?”The commander kind of shook his head. “Boys, you don’t understand
the Army.”So my friend went off to single-engine and I never saw him again.Multi-engine
advanced training happened to be located in Waco. The transition from small, single-engine
flying to multi-engine was pretty painless on the technical level. I was a little frustrated because I
couldn’t do aerobatics. Flying multi-engine meant you just ground along. No snap rolls. You did a
lot of cross-country flying and some instruments, though we didn’t get a lot of instruments in
those days. We got a little time in the old Link trainers. But I don’t think anybody came out of
advanced flight school proficient in instrument flying. Of course, the instruments weren’t that
great to begin with.Night flying was even worse. In those days they had the night lines—a series
of beacons—all over the country. You could follow the night lines until visibility got so bad you
couldn’t; then you were really in trouble. Night flying still kills more people in airplanes than any
one thing. At least in Texas you didn’t have to worry about running into a mountain.The airplanes
we flew included the Beechcraft AT-10 and the Cessna AT-12. They were multi-engine tail
draggers.The most challenging airplane we had there was a Curtiss 18-I, one of the first all-
metal airplanes. It would take off, land, and cruise at 120 miles an hour, which isn’t very fast, but
showed fairly high wing loading for an airplane in those days. That is, the wings were designed
to be smaller and still give sufficient lift to the airplane. Theoretically a plane with high wing
loading wasn’t supposed to fly. According to legend, a bumblebee isn’t supposed to fly, either, if
you use aerodynamic rules.The Martin B-26, which also had high wing loading, was just coming
into use at that point, and it was killing people left and right. Pilots called it the “Flying Prostitute,”
because it had “no visible means of support.” Because the 18-I had about the same wing loading
as the B-26, it was hoped one would serve as a good trainer for the other.I never got to find out
how effective the Curtiss was. When advanced training was over, there was yet another decision
point—you had to pick your favorite multi-engine airplane, the one you wanted to fly from
there.Well, my favorite multi-engine airplane was the Lockheed P-38, because that was the only
multi-engine fighter. So that was my number one. The A-20, which was a pretty fast airplane in
those days, was my number two. The Martin B-26 was my third, and the North American B-25
was my last. I damned well didn’t want to get anything bigger than that. I didn’t want to fly cargo
planes and I didn’t want any four-engine bombers. I picked all the small multi-engines there
were.As you might expect, I got my last choice, the B-25. On April 22, 1943, I graduated from



advanced. I was officially a pilot in the Army Air Corps. I had been out of high school for almost
one year.B-25 combat training took place in Columbia, South Carolina. I decided pretty quickly
that the B-25 wasn’t a bad airplane. Its only drawback was; that it was a bomber.Most of these
planes were built for medium-altitude bombing and were equipped with a couple of fifty-caliber
machine guns. We had a few of the G model, which had a 75mm cannon up in the nose. There
were also some that were designed for ground attack; they had that 75mm in them, plus some
wing-mounted fifties. The H model had eight fifties in the nose.We did a combination of medium-
altitude and low-altitude combat training. In the Pacific they were doing quite a bit of low-altitude
bombing, but not in Europe. They had had one group that had tried low-altitude bombing over
there, and they had a hundred percent turnover in three months. The enemy had too much
firepower.I was just getting used to the airplane, learning gunnery and bombing, and especially
formation flying. These days in formation flying, you get into some lousy weather, you snuggle in
tighter than hell and go. In those days, when you had to go through a cloud deck, the procedure
was that the lead airplane kept on the same heading, while the wingmen went off at thirty-
degree angles, flying for a minimum of thirty seconds and doing what they call a timed heading
change before coming back. The plan was that everyone would climb up through the clouds and
join up again on top.This worked great if all you had was a nice thin deck of stratus. If the
weather didn’t accommodate—if you had a thicker layer of clouds—you’d have airplanes
scattered all over the place. But I can see why they did that in those days, because some people
weren’t too damn swift at flying formation.One day while I was at Columbia I took off as a single
and joined up on a guy’s wing at a thousand feet. Another B-25 coming in on the leader’s left
wing came too far right and tore the tail right off the lead plane with his wing. Well, nothing flies
too well without a tail. The lead plane just flipped over and went right into the ground. The crew
had parachutes, but at a thousand feet there was no chance to use them.You see a couple of
those and you understand why people aren’t too prone to want to sit up there and lead the
formation.It was interesting to me that the guy flying the airplane that got crunched was terrified
about going into combat. He didn’t want to go into combat; he wanted to stay and instruct. The
message I got out of that was death can get you anywhere, any time, so don’t worry about it.I
survived three months of combat training and finished it in August. I was assigned to 340th
Bombardment Group, which was then based in North Africa. Some guys got lucky enough to fly
replacement airplanes over to Europe. The rest of us were simply assigned as replacement
crews; the Army didn’t have enough airplanes.So we got loaded on a Liberty ship convoy out of
Newport News, Virginia. It was a long, miserable trip. We had nothing to eat but C-rations, which
was only slightly better than having nothing to eat at all. There was hardtack—bread—and that
was it.Liberty ships made about eight knots, rocking and rolling the whole time. There were a lot
of ground troops down in the hold, where they had these little bunks about two feet wide stacked
eight deep. The air crews weren’t near as prone to get as seasick as the ground troops, but
those ground guys were throwing up all over everybody. It was a mess, so I stayed up on deck
most of the time, where I could breathe. I told myself it was a good thing I hadn’t wound up in the



Navy.It took us thirty-five days to go from Newport News to Zerni, North Africa. At the time we
left, of course, the bomb group was still in North Africa. By the time we got there, they’d moved to
Italy.We stopped in Zerni for three days, but they never let us off the ship. We were headed for
Naples.While we were crossing the Atlantic there were a lot of submarine alerts, so the convoy
was noodling around, changing course, zigzagging around, and we had depth bombs going off
regularly. We didn’t lose any ships.As we were coming into the Mediterranean, however, through
Gibraltar and just off the coast of Morocco, a couple of subs attacked our convoy at dusk. The
subs were followed by some German bombers, and three of our ships were sunk.Some
American P-39s joined the fight, flying from the coast of Africa. They came charging in and
jumped those damn bombers. They didn’t get the Germans before the Germans bombed us, but
they got a couple of them later.So before I got to Italy I had already seen my first aerial combat
… from underneath.3COMBATNaples is a dirty place even now, but it was a lot worse in
September 1943, when the Germans had just departed. We moved into a big old set of barracks
that they had just ransacked and abandoned. It was shot up and torn up. So we unrolled our
sleeping bags and slept on concrete floors. At least there was a floor to sleep on.The first night
we were there, we got bombed. That was my second air attack from the wrong perspective. The
Germans knew exactly where those barracks were, obviously, because they’d just left them.
They came in there and strafed and bombed. I never knew how many people got hit.We spent a
couple of days in that barracks, then went off to an airport where we were supposed to get
shipped off to a bomb group down in the heel of Italy, to San Petrazio. Well, somehow the C-47
we were supposed to leave on wasn’t available, and we ended up that night sleeping under the
wing of the airplane on the airfield. Then the airfield got bombed that night.In retrospect it was
kind of stupid to stay under the wing of that airplane. The shrapnel was falling all over the place
from the antiaircraft fire. If it had knocked a hole in that aircraft and set it on fire, we’d have been
in real trouble.So I got bombed three times before I ever got to a damned combat unit. I decided I
didn’t like it too well from the receiving end.One thing I did from that point on: no matter where I
was living in Europe, either in a tent or a house, I had a nice deep foxhole somewhere handy.
The only problem was keeping other guys out of it long enough for me to get in.I finally reached
the 340th Bombardment Group, which was stationed in an olive grove outside San Petrazio.
Since the group had just come out of North Africa, all they had for shelter were double-walled
desert tents. The idea was to give you some insulation, which I’m sure worked great in the
desert. But it rained like hell in Italy, and as soon as that top level of the tent got wet enough, it
bent down, rubbing the bottom level and putting a hole in it. When you got those two levels
together at night, you just had water streaming in all over the place. Those desert tents weren’t
much better than having nothing.I flew my first combat missions out of the mud at San Petrazio.
Before we left the States, we were assigned into crews, and we went to Europe as a full B-25
crew of six. I had just turned nineteen and I was copilot. The pilot was a first lieutenant: he was
an old guy, probably twenty-one or twenty-two. The others were a bombardier-navigator and
three gunners, one of whom doubled as a radio man.We got to Italy figuring we were going to fly



as a crew. Of course, the first thing that happened was they split us all up. I don’t think they ever
flew replacement crews intact. I never did fly a mission with my original crew. The pilot wound up
flying six or seven missions, ended up with a nervous breakdown, and had to be sent home.Our
bombardier got killed. He was flying on another crew, and they came back in an aborted mission
carrying a full load of bombs and crashed on landing. Blew the whole thing all to hell. It was one
of those accidents that probably shouldn’t have happened … just some pilot coming in to the
landing field heavier than he should have been flying, winding up short. We never heard any
great amount of detail.So I flew my first combat mission as copilot with a flight commander—a
captain—who’d been in Europe for a while. I don’t think he was even twenty-five years old.(It
amazes me to remember how young everybody was. Some months later, when we stole some
Italian houses and moved into them, I lived with a guy who was twenty-seven. I thought he was
an old son of a bitch.)Whoever said you’ve got nothing to fear but fear itself was exactly correct,
because on my first combat mission I was scared spitless. I didn’t know what to expect, but I was
really scared.We went in there on this bomb run … we’re leading the flight … and I kept looking
around and wondering, when was all this goddamn stuff supposed to start to fly? But I never saw
a burst of flak. We unloaded a full load of bombs—and I don’t even remember what the target
was, a bridge, maybe, somewhere in Italy. It was what we call a milk run. So after that I kind of
relaxed.At that time the bomb line had just moved through Naples and up into the mountains, to
the abbey at Monte Cassino, and there it stopped. Most of the time I was in San Petrezio we
bombed north of that line, trying to knock out bridges or troop concentrations, or went off to the
Balkans.At one point, three days in a row they sent us over Athens at the same time, same
place, same direction! We were too young and too stupid to question orders in those days.
They’d give you the intelligence briefing telling you about flak concentrations and what you could
expect for fighters. We all thought it was kind of stupid going to the same place the same time,
three days in a row. But nobody stepped up and said so.We didn’t get shot up bad the first flight,
but it got worse. The last trip over Athens we only got half the airplanes back. I felt pretty damn
lucky, because after the third flight I counted over three hundred holes in my airplane. Lot of
them were pinholes, like a 20mm one in the right wheel well that blew out the tires. Of course, we
lost all hydraulics and had to crank the landing gear down by hand. But the airplane was still
flying. A B-25 would take a lot of hits without being too vulnerable.The Germans had certain
techniques. They would hit you with flak for a while, but they would never send fighters when
they were shooting at you with antiaircraft. Now, antiaircraft flak was always black from our
vantage point. When you saw a red burst, it meant the flak was going to stop. That’s when the
fighters hit you.We had P-38 escorts, which was good, because those guys would stay in there
with you. We faced Junks—German Junkers—a few times. Boy, I hated those bastards. You’d
never know they were there until you got hit. They’d be at about twenty-five thousand feet, and
they’d come diving through the formation. By the time they got there they’d shot the hell out of
you.I don’t believe that damned bomb line ever moved all through the winter of 1943—44. There
was so much natural high ground for the Germans that they had a pretty good defensive position



and we just couldn’t move them. They had a lot of 88s—which were normally artillery—and were
using them as antiaircraft guns. We hit one bridge where they had four hundred heavy guns
concentrated. You get a lot of flak from four hundred guns.Can you imagine how much weaponry
the factories in Germany must have turned out? They weren’t just supplying the Italian theater,
but the Russian front, too. The weapons were of good quality, too. That German 88 was a very
effective artillery piece, and I think the Germans even mounted them on some tanks, like the
Tiger. I know for sure that it made a hell of a good antiaircraft gun.So we learned to play a kind of
calculated game. We computed that a shell was traveling a thousand feet a second from the
time it fired. So if you were at ten thousand feet, you had about ten seconds from the time it was
fired until the thing was going to hit you.The theory was you needed to maneuver fairly regularly
if you were going to try to outguess the enemy. It was always a guessing game whether to break
left or right or go straight ahead. It took a lot of guts to go straight ahead, but most of the time
that was the right thing to do, because sometimes your instincts ran you right into the middle of
that shit. It could be brutal, no matter how you guessed.Take the beachhead at Anzio, where we
had something like fifty thousand German troops pinned down for weeks. We were putting
everything we could into the air over that place—I eventually made thirteen flights over that
damned beachhead. We were using all the air power we had, even taking heavy bombers like
the B-17 and B-24 down to lower altitudes where they didn’t belong.We went in there one day
behind a group of 24s and I saw seven of them going down all at once.Bad as Anzio was to fly
over, it was worse being on the ground. At one point there was a move to give the air guys a little
experience on the ground and get some of the ground guys into the air. This probably came from
Mark Clark, the Army commander over there at that time. Some of his recent experiences may
have been behind this decision.There were two major rivers between Naples and Rome, running
into the sea, the Voltruno and the Rapido. The bomb line was on one of them and Mark Clark
had his headquarters on the other. One day some Air Corps planes picked the wrong river and
bombed the hell out of Mark Clark’s headquarters. So he wasn’t very happy with the 12th Air
Force, his air arm, at that point.Worse yet, he was once off the coast at Anzio in a PT boat and
some Junks came in unopposed and strafed the hell out of him.So for a while we wound up with
an artillery guy flying with us to keep us honest. This guy had a great way of explaining the
difference between the bomber and and the bombed: “When you’re up here, all the bombs are
addressed, ‘To whom it may concern.’ When you’re down there, you’re only worried about the
one with your name on it.”We were in San Petrazio for six weeks when command moved us up to
Foggia. There was quite a complex up there—fifteen different airfields. We moved onto an old
B-24 field.The runway was made of PSP—pierced steel planking—but everything else was mud.
Here I was one day, parked on the grass with a full load of bombs on, mired in this goddamn
mud with the power almost full on.All of a sudden a Jeep comes running down right in front of
me. At that moment the airplane breaks loose out of the mud. Suddenly here’s a Jeep wheel
flying up through the air. I’d gotten the vehicle with the left prop. I don’t remember if I flipped it
upside down or not, but I’ll never forget that goddamn spare tire flying up through the air.Anyway,



Foggia was a muddy mess. Then they cut out an airfield for us on the south slope of Mount
Vesuvius, out of the grape vineyards. The ground there was all lava and made a great runway.
They had just taken a bulldozer to it, knocking the grapes off. Even when it was wet, that stuff
gave you a good, hard surface. Our runway was so wide, in fact, we could take off eight
abreast.Here’s where I had one of my closer calls. We were doing one of those eight-abreast
formation takeoffs. I was on the downwind side, and I got caught in the prop wash of the
airplanes upwind just as we broke from the ground. We were maybe fifteen or twenty feet in the
air, and all of a sudden I’m sitting there with the wheel and rudder hard over. Damn near upside
down, but not quite. Fortunately, we came back over before we hit, but I remember looking back
at the gunner, who was sitting between the pilot and me, and he was just white as a sheet.I
didn’t have time to get scared. It was just too quick.Then command hauled us up to a C-47 field
on the north side of Vesuvius to Pompeii, to another dirt field. There was an A-20 group about a
mile and a half down the road from us that had flown their planes up to this field the afternoon
before. And they had them lined up wingtip to wingtip down the side of the field, all loaded with
bombs.A flight of C-47s began takeoff … and the same thing happened to the guy on the
outside that had happened to me. He got lost in the dust went right through that row of A-20s. He
took the nose off one, smacked through the middle of the second one, knocked the tail off a third
… . He ended up with nothing left but the cockpit. And he survived. I went to see him in the
hospital a couple of days later, which convinced me that the old 47 was a pretty solid
airplane.We stayed in Pompeii for a while, flying every day, with Mount Vesuvius rumbling and
rolling, throwing up big clouds of smoke. It wasn’t bothering us, particularly. We’d take off, fly
around it up north to do our missions.The area was Italian farm country, and some of us had
moved in with Italian families in old stone farmhouses. Vesuvius would roar every now and then,
but I didn’t pay much attention to it.Late one night we woke up because there was noise on the
roof of the house. There was a big roar and about three minutes later big rocks start falling down
out of the clouds! It got to be daylight, and every once in a while there’d be a big bunch of rocks
thrown like that … . We all put on our helmets and decided to make a dash for the mess tent,
which was a dumb thing to do. The tent wasn’t going to protect us, either.The ash and rocks
were coming from the north to the south. There was a cloud cover at the time we were getting hit
with all this stuff, which was probably good. It was wet, and that prevented a big cloud of dust
and dirt, which would have made some real problems.It didn’t take long to decide that the
airplanes were all knocked to hell with rocks. We had forty-eight airplanes on that airfield. As far
as I know, they’re still sitting there, because we just abandoned them. They loaded us into trucks
and just hauled ass out of there. We went around the mountain to Naples.That was Vesuvius.
With everything else going on in the world, I don’t know if it even got publicized.I do have a
beautiful painting by a guy in California, which shows a group of B-25s flying over Naples with
Vesuvius erupting in the background.Other VoicesMARIE SLAYTON MADSENI don’t want to cry
poor or anything, because we always had clothes and food, but this was still the end of the
Depression, and nobody had much.Don was always very conscientous, just a great big brother.



When he went off to the service he was very faithful about writing home—and sending money.
One day I remember all of the kids at home got twenty dollars each from him! It doesn’t sound
like much now, but back in 1943 that was really something.I flew fifty-six combat missions in
Europe between October 1943 and May 1944. That wasn’t the only flying I did, of course, but
that was the bulk of it. It averaged out to two or three flights a week. I had my first dozen missions
by Christmas 1943, which qualified me for a visit to a rest camp on the island of Capri.Take the
week of February 9—16, 1944. On the ninth I flew over Rome, hitting an enemy troop
concentration. The next day, the tenth, Anzio: clouds over target. The thirteenth, back to Anzio:
lots of flak and two planes down. Later that day we did a practice bombing run. On Valentine’s
Day we hit Perugia and saw some flak; there was another training flight later that same day.On
the fifteenth we were over Monte Cassino. My notes say we “blew off hill.” On the sixteenth we
were headed to Orte, but had to turn back because we had no fighter escort. So later that same
day we hit Anzio again; one plane down and several emergencies—that is, other planes heavily
damaged.That was a typical week, several missions in which nothing happened combined with
a couple that were as busy as you could possibly want. They ranged in length from one and a
half to two and a half hours, no more, but sometimes they seemed longer.The Cassino flight on
the fifteenth was the only mission I ever ran on the abbey itself. They had stood people down for
three days around the system to get ready to hit that, because we were trying to annihilate the
damn place. I don’t know how many bomber groups were sent in there. B-24s went in ahead of
us. They were trying to do away with the place, and I guess they did pretty well.All this time we
were confident we were going to win the war. But the Germans were pretty resilient. You’d go in
there and knock the hell out of a bridge, and you’d think, boy, they won’t get anything across
there for a month … and two days later they’re up and running again. I have a lot of respect for
what the U.S. and U.N. forces did in Iraq in such a short time. Of course, they had smart
weapons. We were just dropping iron bombs in patterns, and it’s harder than you’d think to knock
out bridges and roads and marshaling yards that way.After the eruption of Vesuvius we were a
bomber group without any bombers, so we moved down to Salerno, south of Naples, where we
were given a whole set of brand-new B-25Js.Our older Mitchells, the Gs, had been modified in
the field. About the time I got to Europe somebody had discovered that they were getting the hell
shot out of them from the rear. So they cut the tail off and stuck a single fifty-caliber machine gun
in there. That worked pretty well.Then when the new planes came out, they had a tail gunner’s
position with two fifties and an enclosure. They also had improved firepower elsewhere; open
waist guns now were enclosed. So it was a nicer airplane for combat.The new J models were
shiny aluminum. Command wasted no time getting them painted in camouflage.Next we went
from Salerno to Corsica. By the time we were set up on Corsica, the bomb line had moved
toward Rome; on the east coast it was moving even faster. Command decided it was time to get
in some low-level bombing, and they asked for volunteers to begin training for missions like
that.By this time I was one of the older guys—I was twenty years old now—and I’d been
promoted from copilot to pilot. It was actually kind of foolish, I guess, but I volunteered to start



doing low-level, because I’d done some of that before and it was kind of fun. But I ended up
running out of missions about that time.Every air force group had its own way of defining a
combat tour. The 8th Air Force in England was running twenty-five-mission tours, and the 12th—
the one I was in—said fifty missions was it for medium bombers. It was probably shorter for
heavy bombers. I just happened to get six beyond the limit.One reason I left Europe is the same
old story. The whole time I was in Italy I was still trying to get into fighters, with no luck at all.
Finally they said, “If you want to get into fighters, the thing to do is go back to the States and go
through rehabilitation. Combat veterans can do anything they want to do. All you’ve got to do is
tell them what you want and it’s yours.”I figured I had it made.4THE PACIFICIn May 1944 I sailed
back across the Atlantic in another transport, but this trip was a lot less uncomfortable, since I
wasn’t crammed into a Liberty ship with seasick GIs.The East Coast rehabilitation center for
troops returning from Europe was Miami Beach, and that’s where I wound up for three weeks of
R&R as the Allies invaded France on D-Day. I was already itching to go back to Europe, or even
to the Pacific, as a fighter pilot. I was a combat veteran and combat veterans could do anything
they wanted, right?They just laughed at me. “Slayton,” they said, “you’ve got two choices. You
can either become an instructor for B-25 advanced training in Texas, or you can be an instructor
for B-25 combat training in South Carolina. What’s it going to be?”The best choice was the
combat training assignment. So I was ticketed for my second tour at Columbia.I also got a three-
week leave to go home to Wisconsin. It was only my second visit since I had been called up two
years earlier; the first visit was when I finished flight school. I had changed. I was a smoker and a
drinker now; I was a pilot; I’d been in combat; I’d been all over the United States and even parts
of Europe. Everybody seemed a little behind the times.By then I had heard about a new twin-
engine plane that was supposed to be faster than anything else around. It was the Douglas
A-26, and they were putting a squadron together up at Selfridge Field, Michigan.I arrived at the
Columbia Army Air Base at six P.M. one evening in July 1944. By eight the next morning I had a
request on the CO’s desk asking for transfer to the A-26 outfit. It took six weeks, but it got me out
of there.I spent the rest of 1944 at Selfridge Field, on Lake St. Clair, about thirty miles outside of
Detroit. While I was there, they moved one of the Martin B-26 outfits from Italy back to the
States, to Columbia, where I’d just come from, with the idea of converting them to the A-26. So
then they took a bunch of us, me included, and sent us down there to transition them. We knew
before we left that we were getting them ready to go to the Pacific.The A-26 wasn’t a P-38, but it
was close to what I’d wanted to begin with. You couldn’t do aerobatics with it, but you could
outrun anything at that time, low-level. And it had more firepower than anybody else, too:
fourteen forward-firing fifties in addition to fourteen five-inch rockets and a bomb bay full of
bombs. Crew of two, pilot and gunner.We had two remotely controlled turrets, one on the top and
one on the bottom, both of them operated by the gunner. We’d lock the top one forward and use
it for strafing. If anybody was still shooting at you when you went by a target, the gunner would hit
them them with the bottom turret. It was pretty effective.On May 13, 1945, we started our move
to the Pacific, nine planes taking off from Hunter Airfield in Savannah, Georgia, headed for



Sacramento, California. It was supposed to be an eight-hour flight.Weather prediction in those
days wasn’t much better than guesswork. We hit a front early on and the group got scattered all
over the place. (A couple of the planes didn’t even leave the East Coast.) It was getting dark and
I knew I wasn’t going to make it to Sacramento, so I started looking around for a place to set
down.I wound up at Muroc Army Air Field in the desert north of Los Angeles. It was a pretty
desolate-looking place in the middle of nowhere, and I was happy to get out of there the next
morning. I didn’t realize, of course, that eventually Muroc would become Edwards Air Force
Base, and that I would wind up spending six years living there.Sacramento to Hawaii … Hawaii
to Christmas Island … Christmas to Canton, China … Canton to Tarawa … Tarawa to Eniwetok
… Eniwetok to Guam … Guam to points west … points west to Okinawa. It was a roundabout
trip; we got there on July 13.I flew seven combat missions over Japan with the 319th
Bombardment Group, commanded by General Randy Holzapple. The group flew twenty-five
missions total.This was completely different from fighting Germans in Italy. There wasn’t really a
lot of opposition. For example, we went over Nagasaki in early August, eight abreast, firing
bombs, rockets, and guns. We didn’t drop as we went across the target because some clouds
moved in, so we went around, came back again, and then bombed the son of a bitch. And never
lost an airplane in spite of the fact that the enemy had a lot of heavy guns. In Germany you’d
have lost half a formation.With the Japanese, you’d see all kinds of flak ahead as you were
coming in. But as soon as you got into your bomb run, it all quit. We figured they were all diving
for their holes. Because God almighty, we should have been dead ducks.I saw one Japanese
fighter the whole time. Bedcheck Charlie would come around once in a while at night. Woke up
one morning and there was a big goddamn shrapnel hole in the tent, but I hadn’t even heard
it.The group left the States with ninety-six airplanes, lost one at Eniwetok on the way over, and
still had ninety-five of them left at the end of the war.On August 5, 1945, we hit Taramigu, a target
on the island of Kyushu.Everything on Okinawa was aimed at the coming invasion of Japan. We
were strafing the hell out of the coastal towns, trying to get things cleaned out so we could
invade. Command was bringing people up out of the Philippines to Okinawa.At that time there
were a lot of rumors going around. We came back from one mission to find everybody saying
that the war was over, that Truman had agreed to some kind of truce. Everybody had a couple of
bottles of booze saved for some event—like the end of your tour—and when we got that
goddamn message, all those bottles came out. Everybody dumped them into one big pot.
Naturally, we all got drunker than skunks.Three o’clock in the morning, they ring everybody out
of bed: we’re going on another mission. The war is not over.That was probably the toughest
mission I flew the whole war. We were all drunk on our ass and just feeling horrible.Then on
August 6, 1945, we heard that some big bomb had been dropped on Hiroshima, but we didn’t
think that much about it. Nobody was telling us the war was over. Two days later I was on another
raid, to Tsuiki Airfield on Kyushu. The day after that, the ninth, we heard about the second bomb.
I never thought the war was over until then. (And I still flew another mission, on the twelfth. My
last combat mission, as it turned out.)I’m not one of those who ever criticized Harry Truman for



dropping the A-bomb, because the invasion of Japan would have been a bloody goddamn mess.
We’d have lost half a million people if that had happened. And you’d have had at least a million
Japanese casualties.The war was over, so everybody wanted to get home. Naturally, everybody
couldn’t go home at once, so the Army developed a point system—you got so many points for
missions, time overseas, that kind of thing. Those with the most were sent home first.I ended up
spending almost two months in Okinawa before I got rotated. Shortly after the war a damn
typhoon hit Okinawa.We had a coral runaway; the tent I was in with four guys was down at the
edge of it, below an embankment.They clocked the winds at a hundred and thirty-five miles an
hour before the wind meter finally blew away. We’d look up and see the airplanes, which were all
chocked and tied down, sitting there with their props spinning. It was really blowing.Fortunately,
tents are pretty resilient. It’s like they’re made of bamboo … they bend but they don’t break. So
we weren’t in any real danger. But some of our guys had gotten ambitious and had scrounged
wood and corrugated sheet metal to try to fancy them up, putting on tin roofs, and that stuff was
flying all over.(Our squadron leader, Fred Morris, had appropriated some of this lumber—which
we had wanted for an officer’s club—for his own cabin. I think he regretted it.)We came out of it
okay, but the Navy really caught hell. They had a whole bunch of ships sunk. In fact, the boat I
later returned to the United States on, a small Navy flattop, had gotten caught in the typhoon and
its deck had been lifted and broken loose. Luckily, the ship didn’t have any airplanes on it; the
Navy was using it strictly for troop transport.We didn’t have a lot to do. No missions to fly. Even
though the war was technically over, you still had to be careful: the Japanese were still setting up
some mines and trip wires. They were very fanatic.The Marines had originally taken the north
end of Okinawa while the Army took the south end. The Marines fought their way up and they
fought their way back, and they said we just took it. But most of the Japanese were still there.The
Army was more methodical than the Marines. When they took something, they held it. But there
were a hell of a lot of Japanese there at the end of the war who didn’t want to give up yet. Maybe
they didn’t believe that the war was really over. They were still holed up in caves. For
entertainment we’d go out with infantry patrols and scrounge around in those caves, trying to
flush out a few Japanese. Never did find any live ones, though we found a lot of dead ones. We
fired into a few caves, threw a few grenades in there. It was mostly trying to find something to
keep yourself occupied.When World War II started, the Air Corps consisted of a few thousand
regular officers and reserves. Almost all of the hundreds of thousands of people brought in to the
service after Pearl Harbor, like me, were what they called “AUS”—members of the Army of the
United States. So I wasn’t a regular officer; I wasn’t even a reserve. This meant that I was in the
Army for the duration of the war, no more. I had no military career.But I wanted one. I wanted to
keep flying planes. So I applied for a regular commission.While I was waiting, my turn at rotation
came up, and I boarded the carrier USS Pookie headed for Seattle. I wasn’t traveling alone—I
had a pet.Ned Parsekian, my navigator on Okinawa, had adopted a little white dog. Since he
hadn’t been in Europe and he didn’t have a lot of points built up, he was going to be get stuck on
Okinawa for months or get shipped to Japan for occupation duty. So he wanted me to take that



little dog back to the States for him.Of course, there weren’t any pets allowed in those days, so I
stuffed that little dog in my duffel bag to smuggle him on board. We had landing ships hauling us
from the shore out to the carrier, where we had to climb up rope ladders while all our luggage got
piled in a big rack. I threw my duffel bag, including this poor little dog, in there.I had been up on
deck for about an hour, waiting to recover my luggage, when all of a sudden I heard over the
loudspeaker: “Will the owner of a little white dog please report to the bridge?”I went. Fortunately,
I was an officer instead of an enlisted man, so I was able to talk them into letting me keep the
little guy.So I had to take him out and walk him on the deck. Every time he’d shit, I’d have to clean
it up. It was pretty cramped quarters and a lot of people weren’t too happy having that dog on
board. I got him back to the States and took him up to the farm, left him with Howard. Ned never
did come back for him, and the poor dog got hit by a milk truck.I spent Christmas 1945 in
Seattle, waiting for a troop train to Camp McCoy, Wisconsin. We loaded up on Christmas Day,
then rode across the Dakotas down into Camp McCoy. The whole way the temperature was
twenty below zero; after my awful train trip from San Antonio to Vernon, this was my least
favorite.Camp McCoy was my separation center. You had to decide whether you wanted to get
out or whether you wanted to stay in and join the regular Army. I had already applied for a regular
commission, and no decision had come back. I wound up reenlisting for one year.I did take a
look at the potential for flying for the airlines, but all the cargo pilots were becoming airline pilots.
It looked like kind of dull flying, anyway. I didn’t have any enthusiasm for that.The Army was also
recruiting A-26 pilots to go into China, where a civil war was still going on at that time. They were
organizing a Flying Tiger-like outfit with A-26—qualified guys. I was interested in that, but so
were a lot of other people.I got sent from McCoy down to Albany, Georgia, as a B-25 instructor,
and maybe spent a month there. Then on down to Boca Raton, Florida, to an Army air base
there. (I tried to find that base a few years ago. The whole area is nothing but a big shopping
center. No evidence it was ever an airfield.)Down at Boca Raton I had two assignments. First off,
I was an instructor pilot, though I didn’t do a hell of a lot of flying. For my secondary duty,
however, they made me an assistant information and education officer.My job was to put
together educational material for the troops and give them lectures, keep them educated. It
turned out that among the many places we were getting literature from was the Russian
Embassy. Glossy documents, pamphlets. I was a dumb first lieutenant at that time and I
presumed this was coming from a legitimate source—they were still our allies at the time. I
merrily spread it all over the base.I got called in by CIC—military intelligence—and they
wondered what I was doing ordering all this Russian propaganda and delivering it to the troops. I
was really in trouble there for a while. We finally established that the guy who had the job before
me had ordered all this stuff and gotten on the subscription list. I managed to convince them I
was an innocent bystander. Just a little stupid.That was my major success as an information
officer … spreading Russian propaganda all over Boca Raton.It was fun being a grown-up back
in the States. Fred Shayne, a friend of mine from Okinawa, had gotten transferred down to Boca
Raton with me. I drove down from Albany to Boca Raton with him, and we dogged around—



bachelors having a ball.Fred had an old Ford Model V, the first Model A they made with a V-8
engine, back in 1932. So that was our transportation. But I had never owned a car in my life.
Whenever I’d gone back home on leave, my dad still didn’t think I was competent to drive a
damn automobile. The Army trusted me with an airplane, but he didn’t trust me with the family
car. Until then I’d never had enough money to own a car, anyhow, and running around like we
were, there wasn’t any point in owning one in the first place.Well, Fred happened to go by a used
car lot one day and saw this big Packard Super 8. He came running home and said, “Don, here’s
a car you gotta have. Look how cheap it is! Only eight hundred dollars. You can take that
anywhere in the country and double your money on it.” It had a blue book value of $1,200.So I
bought the damn thing and never had anything but trouble with it. The radiator was all screwed
up and overheated constantly. I finally drove it up to Wisconsin on leave and blew out all the tires.
I was shopping for tires on the go. I left it up there with Beldon LaBansky, who was also running a
gas station. He took pity on me, took it over on consignment for me, and sold it. I think I was
lucky to get $500 for it.That was my first experience with high finance and automobiles.Before I
got rid of it, though, I’d had a couple of adventures. I’d drive this big four-door Packard up to the
base gate, with Fred sitting in the backseat. The guards would think I was hauling a general and
they’d snap to and salute.Fred and I would drive down to Miami and spend the night down there
drinking and chasing girls, then drive back up.There weren’t any superhighways then. They just
had that one beach road with all those circular turnabouts in the middle of these towns. We were
driving back just about sunrise one day, Fred driving. I’m sitting there asleep … woke up and
said, wait a minute. When I went to sleep the sun was on my right arm. Now it’s on my left arm.
We were just buzzing along the road … he’d done one of those turnarounds and gone all the
way around it, heading back toward Miami!We’d have probably ended up there if I hadn’t woken
up. Anyway, we had a lot of those kind of misadventures.When I signed up, it was for one year, at
which point I had to make another decision. I was still trying to get a regular commission, but I
had discovered that the only guys getting it had college degrees or two years of college. So I
decided to bite the bullet. On October 21, 1946, I made my last Army flight. I had logged almost
1,100 hours of flying time as a pilot and 331 as a copilot, including sixty-three combat missions. I
was twenty-two years old and I was going back to school.5COLLEGEI got out of the Army in
November 1946 and enrolled at the University of Minnesota. I picked Minnesota because I
wanted to take aeronautical engineering, and Wisconsin didn’t have it in those days. In fact, I
think they still don’t.I went up there on the GI Bill, which was one of the better things the country
did—I never would have made it otherwise—starting the second quarter of 1947. They had
looked at my background and given me half a year of credits based on my military experience.
Since I was going to attend full-time and get through as quickly as possible, I took a pretty heavy
load.The GI Bill covered tuition at school, but not much else. I still had to support myself, so I
tried all kinds of part-time jobs. I was a total failure at all of them. The first thing I tried was selling
encyclopedias—Cottier’s had a deal for students to sell the things door-to-door. You had to wear
a tie and a hat and look like a professional businessman. There I’d be, walking the streets of



Minneapolis and St. Paul at nights in the middle of a Minnesota winter, hauling a satchel full of
books. I don’t know that I sold any. A few people took pity on me; they’d bring me in for a cup of
coffee. I probably wasn’t even smart enough to cash in on the fact that I was a veteran.Then I
went to work in a ladies shoe store. And I didn’t do much better at that. Finally I got a job at the
Montgomery Ward warehouse, unloading freight cars at night. That was something I knew how
to do, since it was just plain old manual labor.Everything in the world came into that store:
linoleum, refrigerators, and soft goods and hard goods. I learned the hard way that you could put
an amazing amount of stuff in a boxcar. It really is a very efficient way to transport stuff. It also
takes a long time to unload.That was all right with me. I was getting paid by the hour, and also
getting a discount at Montgomery Ward.When I first moved up to Minneapolis to start school, I
couldn’t find housing. That was pretty typical of most college towns in the late 1940s. All these
veterans were back from the war and going to school on the GI Bill.They had a whole bunch of
Army cots set up underneath Memorial Stadium and that’s where I lived for the spring of 1947.
There was a rooming house right next to it, and I finally got a room in there. It was only a block
from the stadium, at 629 Washington. The whole area has been torn down and rebuilt, including
the stadium.Since I had boxed in high school, I decided to take it up again in college. I figured it
was one way to stay in shape. We did our training under the bleachers at Memorial
Stadium.Aside from making sure I had food and shelter, I found academic life pretty easy. The
first couple of quarters were the toughest, especially English classes, where I occasionally had
to make presentations. My old self-consciousness came back and I had a tough time.Being on
the GI Bill at school you had to carry a certain number of credits. I was carrying overload up until
the next to the last quarter. Suddenly I discovered I wasn’t going to have have enough courses to
take in the summer to stay qualified for the money. (I was trying to get my courses and my credits
to match and it wasn’t coming out.)It turned out I was taking a course in engineering from a
strange guy who would come in once a week to give you a quiz. He gave you one question and
you had five minutes to answer. You could use any book you had, any notes, it didn’t matter. The
whole thing was wide open. When you got through, you turned the paper in and he’d give you a
grade.The tricky part was this: you started out with a grade of fifty percent no matter what you
did. Whether or not you turned in a paper each week was up to you. If you decided your answer
was wrong and didn’t turn in the paper, you got the fifty. If you turned it in and were wrong, you
got a zero. If you were right, you got a hundred. You had to have seventy-five to pass the course.
It was a pretty interesting philosophy.That was the course I decided to retake in the summer. I
showed up enough so that I wouldn’t get dropped, and never turned in a paper. The teacher
thought I was crazy until I explained my situation to him; then he understood. (I had the same
teacher that summer.)While I was at Minnesota, I had got to know one of the Picard brothers.
August and Jean were two pioneers in high-altitude research using balloons. August was a
physicist and Jean was an aeronautical engineer. (Jean’s wife was Geodet, who as it turned out
was a friend of Bob Gilruth, another Minnesota graduate who later became my boss at NASA.
Bob had Geodet on as a consultant for a few years down at the Manned Spacecraft Center.)But



old Jean was the classic absent-minded professor. He was bearded when that wasn’t too
common, and he’d walk around on a summer day with his overshoes on, carrying his umbrella.
He was just wrapped up in thought.But he was the smartest guy I ever saw. We had a seminar
with him, and there wasn’t any subject that he didn’t understand intimately. Of course, I may not
have been smart enough to make a good judgment, but he sure impressed the hell out of
me.Minnesota was a pretty good school, but I was anxious to move on. There were a lot of
people around who wanted to become professional students, but I wasn’t one of them. My
motivation was to get a degree and get out of there.Most of the guys I knew were mature
students—veterans—who didn’t have time to get wrapped up with fraternities and that kind of
bullshit.While I was at Minnesota, I flew with the Air Force Reserve. (The Army Air Corps had
become its own service in October 1947.) They flew T-6 trainers out of Wold Chamberlain Field,
the main airport in Minneapolis. There was no money to speak of, but it was still flying.I had this
friend from my days as an air cadet, Truman Anderson, who was originally from Minneapolis. We
had gone down to San Antonio together in 1942. I wasn’t up in the Twin Cities for long when I
discovered that Truman was a captain in the Air National Guard unit there. (As a reserve you
technically belong to the Air Force and are subject to call up by the president and secretary of
defense. National Guard and Air National Guard units report to the governor of a state.)This
Minnesota ANG unit was flying P-51 Mustangs, the best fighter planes in the world. They also
had a utility flight squadron with a couple of A-26s. So I got in touch with Truman. “Sure,” he said,
“I can get you in the Guard. You’re an A-26—qualified guy and we’re flying A-26s. The only
problem is, you’re a captain in the reserves, and the only slot I’ve got is for a second lieutenant.
You’d have to go back to second lieutenant.”I said, “I don’t give a damn about rank as long as I’m
flying.”In addition to having some decent planes to fly, the ANG had another drawing point: they
were paying $40 a month, which was big money to a guy living on the GI Bill. So I dumped out of
the reserves and went into the Guard. It was starting all over again at a rank I’d had five years in
the past, but that was fine with me: I’d spent the whole damn war trying to get into fighters and
never made it. Here was my chance.The Guard was based at Holman Field in St. Paul, down
there in the Mississippi River bottom, surrounded on three sides by bluffs. You could drive along
the river and look down on the field. I suppose it was okay for landing helicopters, but the only
safe way to take off an airplane was to the southeast, over the river itself. Going the other way,
you never got above the top of that first big bank building in downtown St. Paul. We probably
scared a lot of people in those days. That field is still there, only now it’s for general
aviation.Getting into the Minnesota ANG was big break for me. I got checked out in 51s and did
a bunch of 51 flying. I also flew the 26s.One drawback was that the utility squadron also had a
C-47 transport, a Gooney Bird, a state airplane they used to haul the governor or other
dignitaries around. Since I was in utility flight, they insisted I check out in the Gooney Bird. It was
good if you wanted to meet dignitaries—and I met Hubert Humphrey—but I didn’t really like to fly
the airplane. You had to fly once every ninety days to stay current, so I developed a Gooney Bird
allergy. I’d miss a turn deliberately, so I wouldn’t be current.Of course, this never worked. A week



after I was noncurrent, the governor would want to go someplace. Since I was a student and
everybody else had jobs, I’d get the call to get my ass over to Holman. Only now I’d have to get
requalified first. I went through this constantly.The primary mission of the 51s was to be prepared
to intercept Soviet bombers coming into U.S. airspace. One time the Air Force sent a couple of
B-36s toward Minneapolis and St. Paul, and we got scrambled to intercept those guys. We also
got warned not to get too goddamn close to them. I think they were worried because the B-36
was such a big airplane. With real big airplanes, people are prone to get into problems if they get
too close to them.That’s how they lost the XB-70 at Edwards in 1966. Joe Walker got too close
to that thing without realizing it and got caught in tip vortices and whap! He smacked right into it.
That’s happened to a lot of people.We flew all the time, not only on weekends, but also during
the week. The unit had a permanent cadre of maintenance people and a full-time commander.
There was a weekly unit meeting where they’d call everybody in and you had drill and military
type lectures. Two weeks a year the whole group would go out on maneuvers up to Camp Ripley,
up in northern Minnesota near Bemidji.Summer camp was fun. I flew an A-26 pulling targets for
the artillery. We had a cable drum in the back of the airplane with a mile of cable on it. We’d climb
up to about ten thousand feet, the guy running the winch would then reel the cable out about half
a mile as we flew over the antiaircraft guys and let them shoot at us. It was a little dangerous if
you remember that the artillery guys were basically weekend warriors.We never got hit, though
we did have a couple of cables shot off. I guess that meant they hit the target.In boxing I had my
nose broken six or seven times in a fairly short period of time. It got to the point where I couldn’t
wear an oxygen mask. One day I was going out to fly when the unit commander discovered the
situation. He gave me an ultimatum: “You can either box or you can fly with me, but you ain’t
gonna do both. We can’t have you running around here not able to wear an oxygen mask.”So
that was the end of my boxing career. It was a pretty easy decision to make.I graduated in with a
bachelor’s degree in aeronautical engineering, but nobody needed engineers. A few companies
came around interviewing, and one of them was Boeing. To my surprise, they hired me. Since I
graduated in a summer class, there were only about ten of us in the class: only two ended up
getting jobs.It was August 1949. I had gone through a four-year course at the University of
Minnesota in two and a half years.6BOEINGMy starting salary as a junior engineer at Boeing
was $200 a month, which was about what I had made as a second lieutenant in the Air Corps in
1943, but it was better than the GI Bill, and it was a job. I was happy to have it.I moved into a
rooming house in Seattle and started riding to work with a couple of other guys from the
University of Minnesota who had gone to work for Boeing, too.It was a miserable time. I didn’t
know anybody at first, and didn’t find the people in Seattle to be particularly friendly. My social
life was zilch. Eventually I became friends with Ralph and Vivian, a couple who lived in the
rooming house for a while. Then they split up. I went out with Vivian a few times, but it was
nothing serious.Some time later during my stay in Seattle I dated a girl who was eighteen years
old. Pretty soon she broke up with me; she decided that I was too old for her. Well, I was twenty-
six by then. (My buddies bought me a cane as a consolation prize.)Seattle wasn’t all bad. I did a



lot of fishing on the weekends, up in the mountains. There was good hunting, too. I also learned
to ski. Now, I had skied when I was a kid in Wisconsin, but that was just a matter of pointing
yourself down a hill.Two hours outside Seattle there were real mountains. I figured, hell, I know
how to ski. My first run down a real ski slope I zipped right off the trail into the trees. I was lucky I
didn’t get hurt, but I realized I’d better get serious and learn how to turn and stop.I kept on skiing
for years. It’s the closest I’ve ever come to flying without a plane.Another problem with Seattle
was that there was no flying. And I sure wasn’t happy with my job.Boeing in those days was the
biggest aircraft manufacturer in the United States, probably the world. They had a massive
facility, the biggest thing in Seattle, and thousands of people working there: engineers, assembly
technicians, secretaries. It was easy to get lost in the crowd.The first thing that happened to me
there was I got assigned to what they call a change group. I guess it was a typical way to break in
a junior design engineer, because all the new guys who got pulled in the same time I did got put
in this group, too.Design changes had already been made and put on detailed aircraft plans in
pencil, and now they had to be transcribed and changed to ink drawings. In those days all that
work was done in India ink on a special paper, vellum.My problem was that I was the worst
draftsman in the world. Dealing with India ink, which is sloppy and permanent, is bad enough if
you like what you’re doing, and I didn’t. I spent six weeks in the change group and decided right
then that this was not the life for me.I wasn’t seeing a lot of other alternatives. Here I had a piece
of paper that said I was qualified to become an aircraft design engineer; I wondered when I was
going to stop this drafting bullshit and start designing aircraft.Eventually I got transferred out of
the change group to a team working on the B-52 bomber, which was still in the design stage
then. The kind of work I was supposed to do there was called structural design, which was
closer to what I wanted. The drawback was that you actually did your work in a medium that was
even trickier than ink and vellum … with little inscribing pens right onto metal templates. It was
very meticulous work.My particular piece of the B-52 was the bulkhead between the crew
compartment and the aft body of the airplane. I spent maybe the next year working on that
damned bulkhead. It didn’t take a lot of brainpower. People would come in with the electrical
group and say, put this size a hole here for this cable to go through. Then this other guy comes in
and you’ve got to put this structural support for this box and this bracket. Then we need three
holes here … it was that kind of stuff. It wasn’t like, for example, doing analyses on structural
deformation—it was being a glorified draftsman.I bought another car, because it was obvious I
couldn’t be around this place without transportation. I hadn’t shopped around too long before I
finally bought an old Nash for about $150.Seattle is a hilly place. Well, I bought this Nash at a lot
down in the valley; I lived up on one of the hills. And before I got up the hill, the goddamn
transmission went out on it. On the way home.I got a friend of mine who had a car to tow the
Nash the rest of the way home, and stuck it in the garage at the rooming house. I spent the next
two months rebuilding the transmission at night, and finally got it going again.Finally I
accumulated enough money to buy a new car. (My experiences with used cars had me leaning
that way.) I bought a bullet-nosed Studebaker Club Coupe, a six-cylinder, which was a pretty



nice little car. I kept that until I went back to Minneapolis in the Air Guard. If I was smarter, I’d
have kept the son of a bitch for the next ten years.After about a year of the change group and the
B-52 bulkhead, I got moved again, this time to the team doing modifications on the KC-97
transport. Fortunately for me, this was in June 1950. The Korean War broke out.I figured I was
through punching a clock. I wanted to go fly again.In moving to Seattle, I’d had to drop out of the
Minnesota Air National Guard. There was no Guard outfit in Seattle for me to transfer
over.Somebody had told me you automatically reverted to your reserve status if you left the
Guard, so I decided to become a reservist. Active reservists flew on weekends and had a two-
week obligation in the summer, but there was a class called inactive reserve, which is what I
thought I was. And I didn’t do a damn thing during the year and a half I worked for Boeing.When
the war broke out, I drove down to McChord Field, which was the nearest Air Force base to
Seattle, and said, “I’m tired of this goddamn engineering. I never liked it anyway. Put me back in
the cockpit.”They started checking and they said, “You’re not a reservist, you’re nothing. You’re a
civilian.”
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Erl Gould Purnell, “Really Good Details We’ve All Missed. Deke Slayon was always an enigmatic
character among the original Mercury 7 astronauts. I followed them intensely, especially as I
trained to be a Naval Aviator with fantasies of space flight. (Didn’t happen although I was a
maintenance test pilot.)Deke didn’t fly until ASTP in 1975 and so never on Mercury, Gemini or
Apollo. That said, he was a force within the cadre of NASA astronauts. In fact, most astronauts
selected after the original seven were selected with the guidance of Deke Slayton. He was a
behind the scenes mover and shaker in the astronaut office...and all for the good and betterment
of the manned space flight program.The positive impact Slayton had on manned space flight
cannot be overstated. He was there making the rules and following up on procedures. At heart a
compassionate guy (Gus Grissom was his best friend and a deeply felt loss when he died), he
could and did make tough decisions and call people out when necessary. If you’re playing a field
game, you want to be on Deke Slyton’s team, plain and simple.Slayton’s post-NASA career was
less stellar and less interesting. Besides some airplane racing, he was involved in a few private
space launch companies in the early 1980’s, way before SpaceX et al. His personal life got a bit
squirrelly and then very smooth. We lost Deke Slayton way too early.This book fills in myriad
details about the early space flight program, including insights about what the Russians were up
to, which I’ve never known. Really glad I read it!”

JW, “Great read. I really liked this book and have read the personal accounts of most of the other
astronauts. I always got a kick out of each one and how they "viewed" each other based on when
they came into the program. It's fun to see how each person viewed certain historic incidents/
people from their own perspective and then read an account from someone else's book on the
same incident. From most other books I especially found it interesting how the 'later
astronauts' (after the Mercury 7) saw Slayton as almost 'Godlike' in terms of controlling their
careers and crew assignments. Several write about trying to second the selection process and
how they tried to 'influence' it. Then you read this book and see Deke's process was no mystery.
He also doesn't pull any punches on who he thought was competent or... not going to get a seat
assignment.The first part of the book goes over his early life in Wisconsin, WWII as a B-25 and
A-26 pilot and later his work as a test pilot at Edwards. Some reviews found this tedious and
uninteresting. Personally I enjoyed it, giving a perspective on the times.Definitely worth getting if
you're into the golden age of NASA.”

AvdRedr, “Candid, reflective, and a history of the Space Program during his lifetime.. Deke
begins his book with a somewhat sour paragraph where he talks about getting screwed out of a
Mercury mission for medical reasons and ends with the comment that he did hang in there and
got into space on the Apollo-Soyuz Mission—but thirteen years after he feels he should have!
It’s easy to understand his bitterness over what could have been, but appears to set the book on



a downward trajectory. It didn’t turn out that way, but it flavors the book with this outlook. A farm
boy who joined the Army Air Corp. during WWII and flew over 63 combat missions in multi-
engine bombers in Europe and the Pacific. After the war he left service and used the G.I. Bill to
get a degree in Aeronautical Engineering. After working for Boeing briefly, the Korean War broke
out and he found his way into what was now the Air Force as a Captain. In 1954 he was
accepted into the Test Pilot School at Edwards. At Edwards he was exposed to many planes
and pilots from the Air Force, but also from NACA (predecessor to NASA), and the Navy. These
connections would prove important to him in the future. Surviving a war and becoming a test
pilot would be the highlight of many peoples career, but he was about to begin the part of his life
that he is best known for. As his test pilot assignment was coming to an end, NASA was formed
in 1958 in response to the Russian’s launch of Sputnik a year earlier. He applied and became
one of the original Mercury 7 Astronauts. He, Gus Grissom and Wally Schirra all moved their
families to a neighborhood near Langley Research Center in Virginia, where they would work
and train and car pool together for the next 3 years, before moving to Houston and the Johnson
Space Center, which didn’t exist at that time. He covers some of the early issues with the
manned program and gives insights to the organization that evolved over time to get the job
done. He was scheduled for an early Mercury Flight when his irregular heartbeat became an
issue with different recommendations on his ability to fly. This theme reoccurs through the rest
of the book. Now well known, he was grounded, but stayed with NASA to become head of the
Astronaut Office and define what that meant and develop the technique for crew assignments
that he used so successfully throughout the rest of the Mercury, Gemini, Apollo, Skylab, and
even early Shuttle flights. He is very candid in his remarks on the reasoning behind his
decisions on the various Astronauts. He eventually moved up into the administration at JSC
before a solution was found for his irregular heartbeat problem and he was able to get the
assignment on the Apollo-Suyuz mission. So he finally made it to space. After retiring from
NASA, he was involved in a number of private ventures to develop and launch payloads.
Funding was always an issue for these. His personal life paid a price for the commitment he
made to the space program ending in a divorce in the late seventies, but he did re-marry in
1982. He died of cancer in 1993, but had started his autobiography with his coauthor Michael
Cassutt a few years before with a few interviews. I believe the bulk of the book to have been
finished after his death. He comments throughout the book on a number of competing
developments such as the Air Force’s Dyna-Soar and Manned Orbiting Lab and well as what we
knew of the Russian program. It’s a good reminder that the future was ahead of us and we didn’t
know at the time how it was going to turn out. These were the conditions at the time that the
decisions were based on. He is good at times on reflecting on the decisions, both for technical
and political purposes, but not consistent in doing so. This is a personal story that doesn’t
appear to be so personal. Perhaps that is an honest reflection of the person that he was. This
book is best suited for those who worked in the field, as I did, and can follow the personnel and
organizations from a prior knowledge of the history that was made during his life.”



C. Naismith, “He was strict but they all respected him. I really enjoyed this account of Deke
Slayton's experiences as a pilot and astronaut. I had no idea he was a WWII veteran of the
Italian campaign or that he was the only member of the Mercury 7 that was not a fighter pilot (He
flew bombers and large transports). But most interesting of all was his assessment of his fellow
astronauts and those that came after him. He was after all the head of the astronaut office at
NASA and effectively chose who flew what mission and with whom. The rotations were by no
means set in stone and the preliminary plans as well as the detailed changes that took place
during to mission changes and politics I found fascinating. A great read for anyone wanting to
learn about the planning side of the early NASA missions.”

T. Attwater, “Fascinating. I have read many of the astronaut biographies but this one taught me
so much about the workings of NASA's space programme that I had never seen mentioned
elsewhere. The short chapters made it easy to pick up and the insights on the men behind the
scenes brought the 'administration' to life. A lively and entertaining read. I was sad the ride was
finished when I reached the last page.”

Ebook Library Reader, “A must have, to compliment other books in one's "Space" library /
collection.. A good insight from Deke's point of view (and version) of the inside workings of the
space programme and the main characters involved.”

The book by Donald K. Slayton has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 197 people have provided feedback.

Title Page Copyright Notice Table of Contents 1 - BEGINNINGS 2 - FLYING 3 - COMBAT 4 -
THE PACIFIC 5 - COLLEGE 6 - BOEING 7 - AIR FORCE 8 - TEST PILOT 9 - PROJECT
ASTRONAUT 10 - MERCURY 11 - FIRST IN SPACE 12 - DELTA SEVEN 13 - CHIEF
ASTRONAUT 14 - FLIGHT CREW OPERATIONS 15 - DELAYS 16 - GEMINI 17 -
OPERATIONAL 18 - FIRE 19 - APOLLO 20 - THE MOON 21 - STEPS 22 - LANDING 23 -
CHANGES 24 - RETURN TO FLIGHT 25 - APOLLO-SOYUZ 26 - ORBIT 27 - SHUTTLE 28 -
RACING 29 - SPACE SERVICES Praise ACKNOWLEDGMENTS INDEX Copyright Page



Language: English
File size: 788 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Lending: Not Enabled
Print length: 474 pages

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/d

