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 fantastic stories, w
hich they grad-

ually com
e to realize are not true. A

s I grew
 up, the fantastic sto~

T
ies I'd heard as a young child turned out to be true. T

he m
ore I

learned, the m
ore fantastic and true the stories seem

ed.
T

hey w
ere unlike the stories other children heard. T

hey w
ere

gruesom
e, im

probable, and sad. I didn't repeat them
 because T

thought no one w
ould believe m

e. T
hey w

ere the stories of a
young m

an falling out of the sky. U
nlike Icarus, w

ho had flow
n

too high, he had not flow
n high enough, A

t 27,000 feet, his w
ing

w
as blow

n off by a G
erm

an Flakbatalion, w
hich w

as firing 88-
m

illim
eter antiaircraft shells over the rail yards outside of D

ussel-
dorf. A

nd unlike Icarus, he's still alive as I w
rite this.

Federico G
onzales, m

y father, w
as a First L

ieutenant near the end
of W

orld W
ar IT

, H
e w

as piloting a B
-17 for the E

ighth A
ir Force,

w
hen that organization had evolved into a m

arvelous m
achine for

turning young m
en into old m

em
ories. H

e w
as on his tw

enty-fifth
and last m

ission, w
hich he w

as eager to com
plete, because he and his

buddy, D
avid Sw

ift, w
ere going to sign up to fly P-51 M

ustang
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fighter planes, the knights of the sky, M
y father w

as like that,
despite having been shot dow

n before. H
e'd enlisted in the last

cavalry outfit before the w
ar. H

e rode horses at a gallop w
hile em

p-

tyng the clip of his ,45 M
odel 1911-A

, reloading w
hile turning to

com
e back and hit the targets again. vV

hen the w
ör started, the cav-

alry w
as m

echanized, and he began searching for the next best
thing. H

e discovered airplanes. H
e w

ent out for fighters, but they
needed bom

ber pilots, and as his com
m

anding officer told m
e forly-

five years later, "Y
our dad had a flair for flying on instrurnents."

W
hen his B

-17 w
as hit on January 23, 1945, he w

as the lead
pilot for O

Ile of those enorm
ous air raids that the U

nited S
tates

w
as conducting at the tim

e. T
he C

om
m

andant of the 398th B
om

b
G

roup, C
olonel F

rank H
unter, had asked m

y father's regular co-
pilot to stand dow

n so that he could fly T
ight seat in the leaù plane

and see the action. T
he bom

bers had taken off in great "'laves of

sm
oke before daw

n, fanned up, and churned out over the E
nglish

C
h
a
n
n
e
l
 
f
r
o
m
 
l
"
u
t
h
a
m
p
s
t
e
a
d
 
B
a
s
e
,

T
hey'd reached the target area and w

ere on the bom
b T

un w
hen

grollid fire from
 the Flakbatalion cut the left w

ing of m
y father's

B
-17 in half just inboard of the num

ber one engine. It w
as rotten

luck. D
uring the bom

b run, you couldn't take evasive action or the
bom

bs w
ould go astray. M

oreover, his w
as the first plane in the for-

m
ation, and the hit w

as the very first firing. It w
as a m

ortal w
ound

to the plane and 90 peT
cent fatal to the crew

. T
he blast w

as deafen-

ing, and m
y father saw

 im
m

ediately that there w
as going to he no

f
l
y
i
n
g
 
o
u
t
 
o
f
 
t
h
i
s
.
 
H
e
 
t
u
r
n
e
d
 
t
o
 
h
i
s
 
b
o
s
s
 
b
e
s
i
d
e
 
h
i
r
n
 
a
n
d
 
s
a
i
d
,

"V
V

ell, I guess this is it.)1

T
hen the plane rolled over, ignoring m

y father's attem
pts to

right it, and began som
e sort of inverted flat spin. H

e couldn't tell
precisely w

hat sort, for the w
orld had turned into a nasty soup of

unfam
iliar colors. H

e gave the bail-out orders through the inter-
com

 to the crew
, unsure if the thing w

as even w
orking or had been

shot to pieces by the flak. A
ll the lights, horns, and klaxons w

ere
g
o
i
n
g
 
a
t
 
o
n
c
e
 
a
s
 
t
h
e
 
p
l
a
n
e
 
p
r
o
t
e
s
t
e
d
 
w
i
t
h
 
a
 
g
r
e
a
t
 
c
r
e
s
c
e
n
d
o
 
o
f

w
hines, groans, and the how

ling noise com
ing through exploded

w
ind screens. IV

I)' father looked over at C
olonel H

unter and real-

ized t.hat he w
as already dead, hit by flak or sorne bit of flying

m
etal from

 the fractured plane.
U

pside-dow
n, spinning, he groped for the parachute beneath

his se¡:t. T
hey'd started at 27,000 feet and he had no idea how

 high

they w
ere, but knew

 he had to get out. T
he fliers w

ere supposed to
w

ear their parachutes at all tim
es, but the salty old dogs, as Jny

father w
as then at age tw

enty-three, kept them
 under their seats,

because the dam
ned things w

ere so uncoiiifortahic t.o sit on for ten
hours. A

nd anyw
ay, the choices they gave you w

ere, as the fliers
liked to say, exceedingly butt-puckering, inasm

uch as a pilot
descending beneath a 40-foot canopy niade a great target for
sharpshooters. E

ven the farm
ers caie out to try their hand at bag-

ging an A
m

erjcan flier. T
he w

m
uen and children w

ould be gather-
ing, too, to collect the bounty from

 a shattered B
-17: nylon, w

ool,

plastic, D
ietal of all sorts, anù silk from

 parachutes and from
 the

escape and evasion m
aps.

H
e couldn't reach his parachute w

ith the stupid harness on, so
he released it. T

he centrifugal force slannned him
 into the instru-

m
ent panel w

ith such force that it nearly knocked him
 out. It cut

off his oxygen supply, "\vhich w
as fed through a thick rubber tube

r
u
n
n
i
n
g
 
u
p
 
h
i
s
 
c
h
e
s
t
 
t
o
 
h
i
s
 
f
a
c
e
 
m
a
s
k
.
 
S
m
a
s
h
e
d
 
a
g
a
i
n
s
t
 
t
h
e

instrum
ent panel, losing altitude he knew

 not how
 fast, he

reached up w
ith a hand that seem

ed m
ade of lead now

 and pulled
the face m

ask off to get a breat.h of air. H
e saw

 H
unter flopped

over, hanging helplessly in his harness. H
e took a breath. D

am
n.

P
T

obably stil above 20,000 feet, he thought, and passed out tram

hypoxia.
V

V
hile he w

as out, his aircraft broke in tw
o am

 idships. O
n the

ground, an old w
om

an, M
rs. Peiffer, saw

 som
et.hing am

azing: boys
falling out of the sky. O

f the ten-m
an crew

, only m
y father sur-

vived, and he w
as severely injured, as m

ight be anticipated in a
f
i
v
e
-
m
i
l
e
 
f
a
l
L
.
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W
hen he aw

oke, the m
otion had stopped. lie w

as crum
pled and

jam
ed beneath the instrum

ent panel dow
n by tbe big naked alu-

m
inum

. rudder pedals. H
e saw

 sky outside the shattered canopy, a

placental overcast from
 w

hich he'd been born. A
 m

an appeared in
the broken w

indow
 fram

e, standing on the 5tU
 b of the T

ight w
ing.

H
e pointed a pistol at m

y father's head. H
e w

as a local m
an, a G

er-
m

an peasant. T
he idea of killing an A

m
erican pilot w

as not an
unpopular one in those parts. lvly father w

atched w
ith detached

curiosity as the m
an pulled the trigger_

IN
 1958, w

hen I w
as ten years old, I w

orked in a m
edical school

laboratory at the H
ouston ivledical C

enter. J\1y father w
as a bio-

physicist there. I convinced him
 to take m

e to w
ork w

ith him
 so

that I could find out w
hat he did, w

hich he didn't seem
 able to

explain. I'd been after him
 about it since I w

as v~
ry little, and by

the tim
e I w

as five, I had started to think that he niight have been
in the slow

 group at scientist schooL
. A

ll the other fathers could
explain .w

hat they did. V
V

hen I w
as eight, he started taking m

e to

the lab w
ith him

 after school and on w
eekends and letting ine

w
ash glassw

are and do other m
enial jobs. B

ut gradually, he gave
m

e m
ore responsibility. I learned to m

ake m
icroscope slides before

J learned how
 to dance.

O
ne of m

y earliest jobs in the lab w
as to take the trash to the

incinerator. T
he trash often consisted of cut-up m

ice and such
things as com

e out of a biological sciences lab. So I'd lug the trash
bags dow

n the vast tiled corridor, w
hich V

iras dim
ly lit from

 either
s
i
d
e
 
b
y
 
t
h
e
 
g
l
a
s
s
 
v
i
 

trines in w
hich the dem

onstration specim
ens

floated in their baths of form
alin. T

here w
as a hum

an head sliced
into half-inch thick slabs, neat as you please. T

here w
ere m

any
fetuses at various stages of developm

ent. A
nd there w

as one lady,
headless, arrnless, her torso cut in half from

 the top of her ster-
num

 to her crotch. She floated in form
alin like a nightm

are of
B

otticelli's V
enus about to be born on an ocean w

ave.
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I proceeded to the furnacc and cranked the steel handle until
the heavy rusted door opened to reveal a roaring orange inferno
w

ithin. I w
as just about to toss in the trash bags w

hen I saw
 a

hum
an arm

 sticking up out of the flam
es. A

t first 1 w
as shocked,

thcn frightened. T
hen I realized that., of course, that's w

here
V

enus' arm
s m

ust have gone long ago, along ,""ith a lot of other
spare parts, A

nd I thought: W
hat the heck am

 I doing here! I
couldn't answ

er the question then, but I can now
; I w

as chasing
niy father, trying to get som

e of that righteous stuff he had. 1lV
hat

else docs a son do but try to learn from
 his father?

Since he w
as a scientist, I grew

 up believing in science. T
hat

m
eant I had, before 1 cven knew

 it, already em
barked on a search

for som
e universal law

s-the R
ules of L

ife.

M
Y

 IN
T

E
R

E
ST

 in survival began early, w
hen I w

as a child and
learned w

hat m
y father had done in the w

ar. T
hat hc had lived

w
hile so rrian)~

 others had died seem
ed to m

e to have so m
uch

m
eaning. I heard the stories over and O

ver and could never seem
 to

plum
b their m

ystery. H
is survival m

ade m
e believe that he had

som
e special, inetfoble quality_ T

 felt urgently that I ought to ha\'e
it, too.

G
radually, I developed the idea that to survive, you rnust first be

annealed in the fires of periL
. E

ven his everyday life seem
ed a

periL. A
ll around him

 w
ere the dead, yet he lived on, laughing.

E
ventually, I ,"vent looking for m

y ow
n brand of periL

. I deliber-
ately took risks so that I m

ight sunive them
. vV

e lived on a bayou

in southeast T
exas, and from

 about the tim
e J w

as seven, it ..vas m
y

private w
ilderness, w

ith alligators and snapping turtles, rat-
tlesnakes and w

ater m
occasins, and strange displaced characters.

M
y Irish C

atholic G
erm

an m
other had so niany babies-w

ho
could keep track of them

 all I pretty m
uch ran w

ild,
,"V

hen r ,"vas in t.he fourth grade, 1 began w
riting about the risks

I toolc B
y the tim

e I w
as in iny tw

enties, J w
as doing it as a jour-
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nalist. A
fter thirt years, I realized I'd been w

riting about survival
all along w

ithout know
ing it. B

ut I'd alw
ays com

e hom
e from

 a
story w

ondering: D
o I have it now

? A
iii I a ~urvivor? O

r is there
m

ore?

I becam
e a pilot. T

 began w
riting about big aviation accidents,

that boundary betw
een life and death w

here m
y father had m

ade
his bones.

W
ith m

y interest in science, then, I thought there m
ust be som

e
research that could help m

e to understand the m
ysteries of sur-

vival I'd encountered. I found otherw
ise rational people doing

inexplicable things to get them
selves killed-against all advice,

against all reason. A
 perfectly sensible m

an on a snow
m

obile is
w

arned not to go up a hill because it w
ill probably produce a

fatally large avalanche, lie goes up anyw
ay and dies, A

 firefighter
a
n
d
 
e
x
p
e
r
i
e
n
c
e
d
 
o
u
t
d
o
o
r
s
 

m
an know

s he is going in the w
rong

direction but persists anyw
ay and w

inds up profoundly lost in the
w

ilderness. A
 num

ber of scuba divers are found dead w
ith air in

their tanks. T
hey pulled the regulators from

 their m
ouths and

died. If you had m
agically transported them

 to the surface a
m

om
ent before they rem

oved their regulators and asked them
about their im

pulse, they w
ould have told you that it m

ade no
sense: T

he regulator w
as necessary for their survivaL

. If you w
ere

able to ask them
 afterw

ard, they w
ould tell you that they didn't

intend to take it out. T
hey intended to live.

A
fter reading hundreds of accident reports and w

riting scores of
articles, I began to w

onder if there w
asn't som

e m
ysterious force

h
i
d
d
e
n
 
w
i
t
h
i
n
 
u
s
 
t
h
a
t
 
p
r
o
d
u
c
e
s
 
s
u
c
h
 
m
a
d
 
b
e
h
a
v
i
o
r
.
 
M
o
s
t
 
p
e
o
p
l
e

find it hard to believe that reason doesn't control our actions. V
V

e

believe in free w
ill and rational behavior. T

he difficulty w
it.h those

assum
ptions com

es w
hen w

e see rational people doing irrational
things,

T
hose w

ho survive are just as baffling. I knew
, for exam

ple, that
an experienced hunter m

ight perish w
hile lost in the w

oods for a
single night, w

hereas a four-year-old m
ight survive. V

V
ben five

people are set adrift at sea and only tw
o com

e back, w
hat m

akes

the difference? V
V

o survived N
azi prison cam

ps? W
hy did Scott's

crew
 perish in A

ntarctica w
hile, against all odds, Shacklet.on1s crew

s
u
r
v
i
v
e
d
 
a
n
d
 
e
v
c
n
 
t
h
r
i
v
e
d
 
i
n
 
t
h
e
 
s
a
m
e
 
c
i
r
c
u
m
s
t
a
n
c
e
s
?
 
V
\
f
i
y
 
w
a
s
 
a

seventeen-year-old girl able to w
alk out of the Peruvian jungle,

w
hile the adults w

ho w
ere lost w

ith her sat dow
n and died? It w

as
T

naddening to find survival so unpredictable, because after all, sci-

ence seeks predictability. B
ut as I raked the ashes of catastrophe, I

began to see the outlines of an explanation.
1\-1ost of w

hat I discovered through the years of research and

reporting w
as not new

. I acquainted m
yself w

Ith recent research
on the w

ay the brain functions, but also w
ith fundam

ental princi-
p
I
e
s
 
t
h
a
t
 
h
a
v
e
 
b
e
e
n
 
a
r
o
u
n
d
 
f
o
r
 
c
e
n
t
u
r
i
e
s
-
i
n
 
s
o
m
e
 
c
a
s
e
s
,
 
t
h
o
u
-

sands of years-as w
ell as w

ith the psychology of risk taking and
survivaL. T

he principles apply to w
ilderness survival, but they also

apply to any stressful, dem
anding situation, such as getting

through a divorce, losing a job, surviving illness1 recovering from
an injury, or running a business in a rapidly changing w

orld.
It's easy to im

agine t.hat w
ilderness survival w

ould involve
equipm

ent, training, and experience. It turns out that, at the
m

om
ent of truth, those m

ight he good things to have but they
aren't decisive. T

hose of us w
ho go into the w

ilderness or seek our

thrills in contact w
ith the forces of nature soon learn, in fact., that

experience, training, and m
odern equipm

ent can betray you. T
he

m
addening thing for som

eone w
ith a 'V

estern scientific turn of
m

ind is that it's not w
hat's in your pack that separates the quick

f
r
o
m
 
t
h
e
 
d
e
a
d
.
 
I
t
'
s
 
n
o
t
 
e
v
e
n
 
w
h
a
t
'
s
 
i
n
 
Y
O
U
T
 
i
u
i
n
d
.
 
C
o
r
n
y
 
a
s
 
i
t

sounds, it's ,vhat.'s in your heart.
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Y
O
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C
O
 
U
 
L
O
s
e
e
 
a
d
r
e
n
a
l
i
n
e
,
 
t
h
e
n
 
y
o
u
'
d
 
s
e
e
 
a
 
g
r
e
a
t
 
g
r
e
e
n

greasy river of it oozing off the beach at S
an D

iego tonight. Y
ou'd

see it flow
ing one hundred nlIles out tow

ard the stern of the
boat-that's w

hat the pllots call it, a boat, despite the fact that it
displaces 95,000 tons of w

ater, has a m
inim

um
 of six thousand

people living on board at all tim
es, and is as long- as the E

m
pire

S
tate B

uilding is talL.

I
'
m
 
s
t
a
n
d
i
n
g
 
w
i
t
h
 
h
a
l
f
 
a
 
d
o
z
e
n
 
s
w
e
a
t
y
 
g
u
y
s
 
o
n
 
t
h
e
 
L
S
O
 
p
l
a
t
-

form
, w

hich at 8 by 8 feet seem
s very crow

ded just now
. .V

V
e'rc

steam
ing into the prevailing ,vind at "around 30 knots" (the exac.t

speed being classified), and I'm
 trying not to be jostled tow

ard the
70-foot gulp dow

n to the w
ater, T

he steel blade of this boat has
ripped up the belly of the sea, and I w

ateh for a m
om

ent as its
curling intestines glisten w

ith m
oonlight and roll aw

ay behind us.
O

n m
y left is M

ike Y
ankovich, the landing signal officer (L

SO
),

in his goggles and cranial, his gaze fixed intently about 15 degrees
above the horizon. H

e's got a heavy-looking telephone handset
pressed to his left ear, pickle sw

itch held high In his right hand,
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It's called the pickle sw
itch because it looks llke fl large B

akelite
kosher pickle w

ith a silver ring enclosing a black trigger.
Y

ankovich has his index fing-er and thurnb poised to press the cut

light or w
ave-off light sw

itches in case he needs to tell the pilot to
add pow

er or not to land. T
he m

en inadvertently nudge m
e tow

ard

the eùge in their enthusiaS
lIi to get a look at the F

 -18 H
ornet that.'s

bearing dow
n on us at 150 m

iles an hour.

A
 m

ile out, it doesn't look like m
uch yet, just a black dart, a

darker darkness in a sky full of hun-bom
b stars. I know

 those m
on-

ster G
E

 engines are burning kerosene faster than a V
-2 rocket, but

I can't near them
 yet. T

here's just that silent insect shape, unfold-
ing like an origam

i airplane, a black bat in the bat black night.
I look at the faces arouw

line. E
ach m

an has a lum
p in his cheek

from
 the T

ootsie R
oll Pops a ivlarinc passed Q

ut a few
 ininutes ago.

T
heir w

hite eyes stare intently at the blossom
ing shape thats

chew
ing up the stars. R

ut they're not staring the w
ay I'm

 staring.
T

hey're different. T
hey're like kids w

aiting their turn on the
roner coaster. A

nd as the plane, :16 feet long, 40 feet w
ide, heads

straight for us, I'm
 thinking: T

f're all gainl; to die.
T

he place w
here that huge m

ach-irie is ineant to land stretches

a
w
a
y
 
o
n
l
y
 
a
 
f
e
w
 
f
e
e
t
 
f
r
o
m
 
u
s
.
 
1
 
c
a
n
 
s
e
e
 
t
h
e
 
d
a
s
h
e
d
 
w
h
i
t
e
 
f
o
u
l
 line

s
h
i
n
i
n
g
 
a
g
a
i
n
s
t
 
t
h
e
 
b
l
a
c
k
 
n
o
n
s
k
i
d
 
d
e
c
k
 
(
"
f
o
u
l
"
 
r
n
e
a
n
i
n
g
:
 
y
o
u

step over it, you die). V
'le are standing beside the arrival end of a

very short runw
ay built onto the ùeck of the boat. It stretches

a
w
a
y
 
t
m
~
r
a
r
d
 
t
h
e
 
b
o
w
 
a
t
 
a
n
 
a
n
g
l
e
 
t
o
 
t
h
e
 
k
e
e
L
.
 
T
h
e
 
a
r
r
e
s
t
i
n
g

cables, gray and greasy, slither aw
ay tow

ard the starboard side.
T

he theory is that the pilot w
ill com

e in just right and the hook
dangling froin his tail w

ill catch one of the four w
ires, w

hich
w

ill stop him
.

T
he rest of the deck is a chaos of action as planes refuel and

taxi and launch, the A
-6s and F-18s and the sexy old T

om
cats (last

of the stick-and-rudfler airplanes)i lum
bering like slow

 beasts to
the m

otions of the yellow
shirts and the grapes (purple shirts) in

their goggles and cranials, w
ho rotate their gauntlet-gloved hands

in cryptic signals as the airplanes taxi and queue up for the cat. T
n

the w
ild deck lights, w

ith the cacophonous inetallic niusic, it has
the dir of an atavistic ritual \vith m

ighty flam
ing totem

s.
If 1 tU

rn around, T
 can just see the shooter peering out of his

bathyscaph bubbh~ in the deck plates in an eerie sulphur light.
T

here goes another one now
-ka-chunk-w

hoosh.l-in a sleet storm
of inetal particles and this am

azing hissing scream
 like som

eone's
tearing a hole in he-11. T

hen tw
o angry afterburner eyes seem

 to

hang m
otionless in the darkness, as the bat shape shinnies up a

pigtail of sm
oke and is gone.

I hear Y
ankovich through the headphones Inside m

y cranial
and turn back to the F

~
 18 bearing do\vn on us. H

e's speaking over

the telephone handset.
T

he pilot's quaking voice responds, "T
hree-one-four H

ornet b-
b
-
b
a
l
l
,
 
t
h
r
e
e
-
p
o
i
 

nt-tw
o."

"
R
o
g
e
r
 
b
a
l
l
,
 
w
i
n
d
 
t
w
e
n
t
y
 
k
n
o
t
s
 
a
x
i
a
L
.
"

H
e's at a quarter inile, a child in a glass bubble, alone in the

night, \\'Îth the dying yellow
 stars of deck lights below

, the cold
w

ind w
hittling curls of cloud off the cheesy m

oon, the w
histling

thunder at his back, as he hurtles tow
ard the. heaving seai strad-

dling tw
o gigantic flam

ethroviers.

A
t last w

e feel the concussion through O
U

T
 feet. T

he tw
o-,iiiirci

that great fat cable, is turned into a singing liquid instrum
ent by

the shock, R
avi Shankar m

eets the T
erm

inator. It catches the
plane like a fish, play ing it out 200 feet. T

he plane shudders all
over, as the pilot (D

el R
io by nam

e-I had seen it painted on his
cockpit rail) hangs in his harness in total (;-shock for a m

01Lient
before he can reach up w

ith a hand that seem
s to w

eigh l()
pounds and pull the throttle back to idle, N

ow
 thc yellow

shirts
w

ave him
 to\-vard the huffer cart w

here the grapes w
ill refuel

him
.So that he can go up and do jt again.
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D
E

L R
IO

'S
 perform

ance w
as a perfect act of survivaL. T

here he

w
as, safe on the deck of a big boat. H

e clim
bed into a m

ach-iiic full
of explosive fuel and had him

self shot off into the night "\"'1th a
nuclear steani cat. T

hen, using only his skill and his superior em
o-

tional control, he brought him
self back by the rerriaT

kablc per-
form

ance of catching a w
in~ that he could not see w

ith a hook that
he could not see, using cues that m

ade no natural sense, w
hile

going 150 m
iles an hour in the black-ass night.

::'Iost of 11S
 w

ill never get into quite the sam
e jam

 as D
el R

io,

but every survival situation is the sam
e in its essence, and so there

are lessons to be learned tonight. T
he first lesson is to rerriain

calm
, not to panic. B

ecause em
otions are called "hot cognitions,"

this is know
n as "being cooL

" "C
ool" as a slang expression g-oes

back to the 1800s, hut its contem
porary sense originated w

ith
A

frican A
m

erican jazz Iliusicians in the 1940s. Jazz w
as "cool"

com
pared \-vith the hot, em

otional bebop it had begun to over-
shadow

. Som
e researchers suggest that A

frican A
m

erican jazz
m

usicians refused to let them
selves get hot (get angry) in the face

of racisT
I1. Inst~

ad, they rem
ained outw

ardly cairn and channeled

em
otion into m

usic as a survival strategy in a hostile environm
~nt.

T
hey turned fear and anger into focus, and '(focus" is just a

m
etaphorical w

ay of saying that they w
ere able to concentrate

their a t.en lion on the m
atter at hand.

rd been searching all m
y life for that state of cool rd seen m

y
father exhibit, because (t had brought him

 hom
e in one piece.

(W
ell, a lot of pieces, actually, but they'd knitted back together,

rriore or less, by the tim
e I w

as born.)

O
nly 10 to 20 percent of people can stay calm

 and think in the
m

idst of a survival eIliergenc:y: T
hey are t.he ones w

ho can perceive

their situation clearly; they can plan and take correct action, all of
w

hich are key elem
ents of survivaL. C

onfronted w
ith a changing

environrnent1 they rapidly adapt. T
hose are the kind of pilots w

ho

are supposed to be flying off the deck of t.he C
arl Pinson tonight.

G
etting back onto the deck is t.he final exam

.

I'D
 5 E

 E
N

 D
el R

io earlier w
hen he cam

e in a bit late for the 1800
briefing in R

eady .:irie, a steel room
 w

here w
e w

ere all slouched
in com

fortable m
aroon N

augahyde chairs, trying to look like w
e

w
eren't scared out of our w

its. E
very few

 rIlinutes the catapult
shook the w

hole boat-ka-chunk-w
lw

ush.'--as if w
e w

ere taking
E

xocet m
issile fire. N

obody even flinched. Y
ankovich had just

begun the briefing for these, his students, w
hen D

el R
io w

alked in,
having obviously gotten up froiii a nap. T

he side of his face still
bore the im

print of the pillow
.

¡(H
ey, got a little rack burn there," Y

ankovich rem
arked. ¡(P

rac-

ticing for the luge run?" T
hey call it the luge run because w

hen
you're trying to sleep in those tiny racks and the boat is churning
along through the w

aves and planes are exploding off the deck
over your head, it feels like the \V

inter O
lym

pics m
eets V

V
orld

W
ar IlL.
Y

ankovich, a square-jaw
ed, athletic-looking youth w

ith brow
n

hair, green eyes, and a big grin, knew
 he could tease D

el R
io,

because in such a place of hyPervigilance as this, w
here nothing,

no rnatter how
 su btle, w

ent unnoticed, everyone knew
, w

ithout
even having to stop and consider it, that to be ablc to drop off to
sleep tw

o hours before your first night carrier landing; w
as to dis-

p
l
a
y
a
 
r
i
g
h
t
e
o
u
s
 
a
n
d
 
m
a
s
t
e
r
f
u
l
 
s
t
a
t
e
 
o
f
 
c
o
o
l
n
e
s
s
.

I'd gone to stay on the C
arl V

inson as part of m
y lifelong fasci-

nation w
ith that boundclry region betw

een life and death, that
place w

here, to stay alive, you have to rem
ain calm

 and alert. T
he

reason it's a boundary region is that not everyone can do it. Som
e

faiL. S
onie die.

Shortly before J arrived, one of the pilots w
as on final, heaùing-

tow
ard the deck. H

e let his descent rate get aw
ay from

 him
 and got.

low
 and slow

, and w
ell. . . SollIe w

ould use the term
 "panic," but
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that doesn't tell us m
uch. T

here w
ere plenty of sensory signals

scream
ing at him

 that he'd better get on the pO
\ver. (llis hand w

as

already on the throttle. A
ll he had to do ,..'as m

ove it a few
 inchei:.)

T
he L

SO
 had hit the pickle sw

itch, activating those glaring red
lights that m

ean Y
ou are nol cleared to land/T

he ball, an obvious

l
i
g
h
t
 
i
n
 
a
 
b
i
g
 
F
r
e
s
n
e
l
 lens, w

as right in front of him
, telling hini

he w
as low

. A
nd, of course, the L

SO
 w

as also yelling in his ear,
Som

ehm
v none of it got through.

T
he iinpacl w

ith the tail of th(~ boat cut the plane in tw
o, leav-

ing his W
SO

 (the guy in the rear scat) squashed like a bug on a
w

indshield and sending the pilot skittering across the deck in a
show

er of sparks, still strapped into his l\Iartiri-R
aker ejection seat.

T
he pilot lived, and cilthough I'm

 not sure he got to try that trick
again, I'm

 reasonably certain that he got to have lunch w
ith the

captain.
B

ut the m
ost m

ystifying thing w
as hov.. he could have kept O

J!
C

O
D

ling tm
vard the boat in the face of so m

uch inform
ation telling

him
 not to. T

hat ,vas the real boundary 1 w
as after: V

\-rat ,vas he
thinking? H

e w
as sm

art, w
ell prepared, and highly trained. Som

e-
thing pow

erful had blocked it all, and som
ething had forced him

to reach for the deck despite all the inform
ation he had that it w

as
a bad idea. It rem

inded m
e of a lot of accident.s in the vtilderness

and in risky outdoor sports (river running, for exam
ple), w

here
people ignore the obvious anù do the inexplicable. T

hat w
as the

m
y
s
t
e
r
y
 
I
'
d
 
b
e
e
n
 
t
r
y
n
g
 
t
o
 
u
n
r
a
v
e
L
.

W
H

A
T

 T
H

 E
 P

ILO
T

S
 on the C

arl V
inson know

 is this: S
hit docs

just happen soiiicti m
es, as the bum

per sticker says. T
here are

things you can't control, so you'd better know
 how

 you're going to
react to thein. Y

ankovich explained it to m
e: "T

he launch bar
breaks. T

he shuttle goes supersonic and hits the w
ater brake. T

he
w

ater brake turns instantly to steam
 from

 all that energy and
explodes, D

eck plates com
e flying up, and you fly right through

"
L
O
O
K
 
O
U
T
,
 
H
E
R
E
 
C
O
M
E
S
 
R
A
Y
 
C
H
A
R
L
E
S
"
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the deck plates as Y
O

ll take off. S
o you eject and land on the deck."

T
hat's w

hat's know
n in fighter pilot parlance as "N

ot your day."
B

ut there are also the things you can control, and you'd better be

controlling the-T
n all the tim

e.

So this is how
 Y

ankovich began the 1800 briefing in R
eady

i\-ine on the C
arl V

inson that night: "It w
ill scare the living shit

out of you. If you taxi to the cat and you don't have a knot in your
stoH

iach1 there's som
ething w

rong. It's like w
alking into a closet.

Y
ou're going to go right off into a black hole. Y

ou're sittiug there
sucking oxygen, you'd better have a plan. B

ecause if you don't,
you're screw

ed, and then you're fucked."
V
V
e
'
d
 
a
l
l
 
s
e
e
n
 
t
h
e
 
t
w
o
 
h
e
l
i
c
o
p
t
e
r
s
 
o
r
b
i
t
i
n
g
 
o
u
t
 
t
h
e
r
e
 
(
i
n
 
e
a
s
e

sorueone w
ent into the w

ater) and the big yellow
 crane to pick up

planes that got stuck halfw
ay over the side. A

nd ihose w
ere for the

lucky guys. T
he first rule is: Face reality. G

ood survivors aren't
im

niune to fear. T
hey know

 w
hat's happening, and it does ¡'scare

the living shit out of" them
. It's all a question of w

hat you do next.
T

he briefing w
as iiot about im

parting technical know
ledge. if

those guys didn't know
 that stuff already, they vlluldn't be sitting

here w
ith their naines stenciled on the backs of their chairs (nick-

nam
es, actually: H

airball, E
el, C

racker, Sew
daw

g, Stubby), Part of
the briefing w

as to rem
ind them

 of stuff they knew
 aireaclyi the

w
ay a hynin does in church, but nothing too coItiplex, because in

,,,hat psychologists w
ould call their "high state of arousal," noth-

i
n
g
 
t
o
o
 
c
o
m
p
l
e
x
 
w
a
s
 
g
o
i
n
g
 
t
o
 
g
e
t
 
t
h
r
o
u
g
h
 
a
n
y
w
a
y
_

N
o, the briefing w

as m
ore about how

 Y
ankovich said things,

and how
 he said them

 w
as w

ith a dark, dark hum
or. It w

as a little
ritual, in w

hich everyone w
as rem

inded how
 to look death in the

face and st.ill C
O

lne up w
ith a w

ry sm
ile. In a true .survival situa-

tion, you are by definition looking death in the face, and if you
ca111t find som

ething droll and even soniething w
ondrous and

inspi ring in it, you are already in a virorld of hurt.

A
l Siebert, a psychologist and author of T

he Survivor Personal-
ity, w

rites that survivors "laugh at threats. . _ playing and laugh-
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irig go together. Playing keeps the person in contact w
ith w

hat is
happening around (him

 J." T
o deal w

ith reality you m
ust first rec-

ognize it as such.
In keeping w

ith that view
, the pilots on the C

arl V
inson rarely

talked earnestly about the risk this close to flight tim
e, T

hey joked
about it instead. B

ecause if you let yourself get too serious, you
w

ill get too scared, and once that devil is out of the bottle, you're
on a runaw

ay horse. Fear is good. T
oo m

uch fear is not.
Y

ankovich continued his briefing: "T
he steam

 curtain com
es up

and you lose the yello\vshirt for a m
inute. Y

ou'll be a hero real
quick if you have the fold handle in the w

rong position, so check
that. S

pread 'em
, five potatoes, and you're all set. O

kay, w
ipeout,

the engines com
e up, see that they m

atch. T
he safety guys jum

p
up and m

ake sure the beer cans are dow
n. T

ension signaL. H
ands

you off to the shooter, and then: head back and four G
'8. G

rab the
tow

el rack. T
ouch the ejection seat handle and m

ake sure you're
not sitting on it. 1£ you lose an engine on the cat, stroke the blow

-
ers, tw

elve-to-fourteen~not-to-exceed-sixteen. R
ad A

lt: Y
ou see

you're descending, the w
iser m

an w
ill grab the handle."

W
hat the hell did he just say, , , !

T
he first tim

e I heard a briefing like that, I w
as lost. B

ut that's
part of the point: only those w

ho get it get it. A
 nod is as good as a

w
ink to a blind horse. Just for the record, w

hat Y
ankovich said w

as
that it w

ould be a very bad idea to try to depart w
ith your w

ings
folded up, as they are for taxiing around on the deck. It takes five
seconds for theni to lock dow

n into place after you m
ove the handle,

so you count off as follm
vs: one-potato, tw

o-potato, three-potato. . .

T
hen, after all the technical bits of the launch process have been

checked (the w
ipeout w

ith the stick to inake sure your controls are
m

oving freely, checking to see that the engines are both producing

the sam
e am

ount of pow
er, and so on), you're going to hold onto a

m
etal bar know

n as the tow
el rack (because tha1's w

hat it looks
like) to keep yourself from

 being slam
m

ed back by the foree of the
catapult. A

nd just in case that isn't com
plicated enough, rem

em
ber

"
L
O
O
K
 
O
U
T
,
 
H
E
R
E
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O
M
E
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R
A
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thi:l. one of your engines could quit, iii w
hich case you have to put

t
h
e
 
o
t
h
e
r
 
e
n
g
i
n
e
 
i
n
t
o
 
a
f
t
e
r
b
u
r
n
e
r
 
(
k
n
o
w
n
 
a
s
 
t
h
e
 
b
l
o
w
e
r
 
b
e
c
a
u
s
e
 
i
t

blow
s) to get enough pow

er to keep going up (but don't overspeed
it, those engines are expensive). A

nd since nothing ever w
orks out

a
s
 
p
l
a
n
n
e
d
,
 
c
h
e
c
k
 
t
.
h
e
 
r
a
d
a
r
 
a
l
t
i
m
e
t
e
r
,
 
w
h
i
c
h
 
w
i
l
l
 
t
e
l
l
 

you if you're
sinking, in w

hich case w
.isdom

 w
ould dictate that you depart the

aIicraft w
ith som

e haste.
O

f course, it w
ould be unthinkable to talk like that because, for

one thing, anybody could understand you. F
or another, it w

ould be

terrifying.
A

nd after all that, there is still the little m
atter of landing the

aircraft, because, as m
y father used to say, takeoff is optional but

landing is m
andatory. Y

ankovich explained the m
ost salient

points: "Y
ou're at a quarter m

ile and som
eone asks you w

ho your
m

other is: you don't know
. T

hat's how
 focused you are. O

kay, call
the balL. N

ow
 it's a knife fight in a phoue booth, A

nd rem
em

ber:
full pow

er in the w
ire. Y

our IQ
 rolls hack to that of an ape."

It sounds as if he's being a sm
art-ass (he is), but deep lessons

also are there to be teased out like som
e obscure T

alm
udic script.

L
essons aboiit survival, about w

hat you need to know
 and w

hat you
don't need to know

. A
bout the surface of the brain and its deep

recesses. A
bout w

hat you know
 that you don't know

 you know
 and

about w
hat you don't know

 that you'd better not think you know
.

C
all it an ape, call it a horse, as Plato did. Plato understood that

e
m
o
t
i
o
n
s
 
c
o
u
l
d
 
t
r
u
r
n
p
 
r
e
a
s
o
n
 
a
n
d
 
t
h
a
t
 
t
o
 
s
u
c
c
e
e
d
 
w
e
 
h
a
v
e
 
t
o
 
u
s
e

the reins of reason on the horse of em
otion. T

hat turns out to be
rem

arkably close to w
hat m

odern research has begun to show
 us,

and it w
orks both w

ays: T
he intellect w

ithout the em
otions is like

the jockey w
ithout the horse.

M
y father didn't fly after the w

ar, and he hardly ever talked
about it as such, but w

hen he did, I listened. H
e used to say, "V

\lien

you w
alk across the ram

p to your airplane, you lose half your IQ
."

T
 alw

ays w
ondered w

hat he m
eant, hut instinctively I felt it. V

V
hen

I w
as a new

 pilot, I'd get so excited before a flight that rd get tuii-




