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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
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O
M
E
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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-
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net vision. I'd look at a checklist and be unable to read beyond the
first item

: C
heck J\laster Sw

itch--ff. Som
etim

es rd just sit there
in the left seat, hyperventilating. A

fter yeaT
s of w

orking at it, fly-
ing upside dow

n, fiying jets and helicopters, and having a few
"confidence builders," I got to the point w

here nearly every flight
w

as alm
ost pure joy. 1 say alm

ost because, even today, there is the

residual anxiety before each flight, the knot in the stom
ach, that

tells m
e I'm

 not a fool, that 1 know
 rin taking a caleulated risk in

pitting m
y skill and control against a com

plex, tightly coupled,
unstable system

 w
ith a lot of energy in it. I'll alw

ays be the tiny
jockey on a half-ton of hair-trigger m

uscle. Fear puts m
e in m

y
place. It gives m

e the hum
ility to see things as they are. I gel the

sam
e feeling before I go rock clim

bing or surfing or before I slap
on m

y snow
 board and plunge off into a hackcountry w

ilderness
that could sw

allow
 m

e up and not spit m
e out again.

So Y
ankovich w

as telling his pilots som
ething that w

as not only
very im

portant to their survival but that is scientifically sound: B
e

aw
are that you're not all there. Y

ou are in a profoundly altered
state w

hen it com
es to perception, cognition, m

em
ory, and em

o-
tion. H

e w
as trying to keep them

 calm
 w

hile letting theiIl face
reality. H

e'd seen people die. H
e knew

 the pow
er of the horse, and

these w
ere his precious jet jockeys.

W
H

A
T

 Y
O

U
 really need to know

 for survival purposes-w
hether

it's in a jet or in the w
ilderness-is that the system

 w
e call em

o-
tion (from

 the L
atin verb em

overe, "to m
ove aw

ay") w
orks pow

er-
fully and quickly to m

otivate behavior. E
rich M

aria R
em

arque
described it perfectly in A

ll Q
uiet on the W

estern Front, in w
hich

he fictionalized his experiences at the front in W
orld V

V
ar I:

A
t. the sound of the first droning of the shells w

e rush back,

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

instinct that .is aw
akened in W

ì w
e are led and protected. It is not

U
l
O
O
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R
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1

conscious; it .is far quicker, m
uch niore sure, less fallible, than

consciousness. O
ne cannot explain it. A

 m
an is w

alking along
w

ithout thought or heed-suddenly hc throw
s him

self dow
n on

the ground and a storm
 of fragm

ents flies harm
lessly oyer

him
-yet he cannot rernem

ber either to have heard the shell
corning or to have thought of flinging him

self dow
n. B

ut had he
not abandoned him

self to the im
pulse he w

ould now
 be a heap

of inangled flesh. It is this other, this second sight in us, that has

throw
n us to the ground and saved us, w

ithout our know
ing how

.

If it w
ere not S0, there w

ould not be one m
an alive from

 Flan-
ders to the V

osges.

N
ow

 w
e can explain it, at least better than w

e could \vhen
R

em
arque w

rote his noveL
. E

m
otion is an instinctive response

aim
ed at self-preservation. It involves nuiiierous bodily changes

that are preparations for action. T
he nervous system

 fires Jnore
energetically, the blood changes its chem

istry so that it can coagu-
late m

ore rapidly; m
uscle tone alters, digestion stops, and various

chem
icals flood the body to put it in a state of high readiness for

w
hatever needs to be done. A

ll of that happens outside of con-
scious control. R

eason is tentative, slow
, and fallible, w

hile em
o-

tion is sure, quick, and unhesitating.
T

he oldest m
edical and philosophical m

odel, going back to the

G
reeks, w

as of a unified organism
 in w

hich m
ind w

as part of and
integral to the body, Plato, on the other hand, thought of m

ind
and body as separate, w

ith the soul going on aftcr death. A
ristotle

brought them
 back together again. B

ut it seem
s that people have

been struggling w
ith the split for a very long tim

e indeed, proba-
bly because they innately feel as if they have rninds that arc soine-
how

 distinct from
 their bodies_ A

fter the R
enaissance, a C

artesian
rrlO

del em
erged, in w

hich the lIiind existed alone, had no location,

and w
as com

pletely independent of the body. T
o the neuroscien-

tist, the brain is no longer seen as separate but is now
 considered

an integral part of the body, no less so than heart, lungs, and liver.
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M
oreover, m

any researchers now
 regard w

hat w
e experience as

m
ind and consciousness as a side effect (albeit a useful one in evo-

l
u
t
i
o
n
a
r
y
 
t
e
r
m
s
)
 
o
f
 
t
h
e
 
b
r
a
i
n
'
s
 
s
y
n
a
p
t
i
c
 
f
u
n
c
t
i
o
n
i
n
g
.
 
C
e
r
t
a
i
n
l
y

they all agree that the brain is as affeeted by ihe body as the body
is by the brain. T

n fact, the brain is created in pail by the bony (the

other m
ain influence being the environm

ent) in the sense that
w

hat the brain does or is capable of doing com
es from

 its synaptic
connections, and those connections are forged through w

hat the
brain com

es to know
 of t.he body and the environm

ent. T
hinking

is a bodily function, as are em
otions and feelings.

A
s A

ntonio R
. D

am
asIo points out in his best-selling hook on

the brain, IJescartes' E
rror, "I think, thereforc I am

" has becom
e

"I aT
H

, therefore i think." T
he brain is the only organ that has no

clear function. It rnakes you breathe, but it's not part of the respi-
ratory system

. It controls blooù pressurc and circulation, but it's
not part of the circulatory system

 either. T
he concept of body has

no iiicaning w
ithout the brain and its extensive netw

ork of projec-
tions that T

each to nearly every cell. A
s an em

inent neuroscient.ist,
D

am
asio is as qualified as anyone to define the brain, and he calls

it an" 'organ' of inforrriation and governm
ent." H

e put the w
ord

"organ" in quotes because it's not exactly an organ either.
T

he inform
ation he w

rites about is of three kinds: inform
ation

about the environm
ent, inform

ation about the body, and infornia-
t
i
o
n
 
a
b
o
u
t
 
t
h
e
 
g
o
o
d
 
o
r
 
b
a
d
 
e
o
n
 sequences of interactions betw

een
the tw

o. T
he term

 "governnient" refers to the fact that the brain's
functions are largely regulatory in nature. T

he brain provides a
continuously changing kaleidoscope of im

ages concerning the
state of the environrnent and the state of the body. It receives
im

ages from
 receptors in the body and from

 the sense organs that
take in the outside w

orld. (T
he im

ages can be sm
ells, sights,

sounds, or feelings). A
t the sam

e tim
e, the brain provides a stream

of outputs that shape the body's reactions to the environm
ent and

to itself, from
 adjusting blood pressure to m

ating. So the brain
reads the state of the body and m

akes fine adjustm
ents, even w

hile
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it reaùs the environm
ent and directs the body in reaeting to it. In

a
d
d
i
t
i
o
n
,
 
t
h
a
t
 
p
r
o
c
e
s
s
 
c
o
n
t
i
n
u
a
l
l
y
 
r
e
s
h
a
p
e
s
 
t
h
e
 
b
r
a
i
n
 
b
y
 
m
a
k
 
i
n
g
-

new
 connections. A

ll of this is aim
ed at one thing only: adaptation,

w
hich is another w

ord tor survivaL
T

he brain does that job m
ostly throug-h unconscious learning_ It

learns, or adapts, by strengthening- the electrochem
ical transrnis

sions aniong neurons and creating new
 sites at w

hich neurons can
cO

lnrnunicatc ..'v.ith each other. A
X

O
IlS

 (the fibers that send signals)

grow
 and f(U

ff new
 branches and synapses. M

em
ory is the result.

D
oing alinost anything g-encrates new

 links ainong neurons_ T
he

process of learning som
ething and the essence of m

em
ory has been

observed by neuroscientists in the lab: G
enes niake new

 proteins in
order to store inform

ation, and they m
ake new

 proteins in order to
bring that. inform

ation back as a m
em

ory. T
his process is called

"reconsolidation/' because, as Joseph L
eD

oux, a neuroscientist and
author of T

he ,S
Y

naptic S
elf; put it, "the brain that does the rem

em
-

bering is not the brain that form
ed the initial m

em
o!'y. In ordcr for

the old niclIlO
ry to m

ake sense in the current brain, i.he m
em

ory has

to be updated." T
his is one reason ,"vhy m

enlO
ry is notoriously faulty.

T
here is a new

 split, too, betw
een cognition and em

otion. "C
og-

nition" m
eans reason and conscious thought, m

ediat.ed by lan-
guage, im

ages, and logical processes. "E
m

otion" refers to a specific
set of bodily changes in reaction to thc environm

ent, the body, or

to im
ages prodlJced by niernory. C

ognition is capable of inaking
fine calculat.ons and abstract distinctions. E

m
otion is capable of

producing pow
erful physical actions.

T
he hum

an organism
, then, is like a jockey on a thoroughbred

in the gate. H
e's a sm

all m
an and it's a big horse, and if it decides

to get excited in that sm
all m

etal cage, the jockey is going to get
rnang-led, possibly killed. S

o he takes great care to be gentle. T
he

jockey is reason and the horse is em
otion, a c.om

plex of system
s

bred over eons of evolution and shaped by expp.rIence, w
hich exist

for your survivaL. T
hey are so pow

erful, they can m
ake you do

things you'd never think to do, and they can allow
 you to do things
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you'd never believe yourself capable of doing. T
he jockey carlL

w
in w

ithout the horse, and the horse cöill race alone. T
n the gate,

they are tw
o, and it's dangerous. B

ut w
hen they run, they ayc one,

and it's positively godly,

T
he horse can be am

azingly strong. O
n .~

'v1other's D
ay 1999, S

aint

John E
berle and his partner, "'larc B

everly, w
ere clim

bing in .Iew
V
r
e
x
i
c
o
'
s
 
S
a
n
d
i
a
 
:
\
i
o
u
n
t
a
I
n
 
'
V
i
l
d
e
r
n
e
s
s
 
w
h
e
n
 
a
 
r
o
c
k
 
,
v
e
i
g
h
i
n
g
 
i
l
l
 

are

than 500 pound~ fell on E
berle, pinning hirn. B

everly w
atched as

E
berle lifted the rock off of him

self. O
f course, no one can lift a

500-pound rock. T
hen again, E

berle did it. ""hen I w
as reporting on

airline accidents in the 19808, an inve~
tigator told H

Ie of finding
dead pilots w

ho had ripped the huge control colum
ns out of juinbo

jets w
hile trying to pull up thp. nose of a crippled plane.

T
hat horse can either vm

rk for us or against us. it can w
in the

race or explode in the gate. So it is learning w
hen to soothe and

gentle it and w
hen to let LL run that m

arks the w
innI ng jockey, the

true survivor. A
nd that is w

hat the dark hum
or of various subcul-

tuxes is all about: It's about gentling the beast, keeping it cool; and
w

hen it's tim
e to run, it's about letting it flm

\i-, about having em
o-

tion and reason in perfect balance. T
hat's w

hat characterizes elite
p
e
r
f
o
r
m
e
r
s
,
 
f
r
o
m
 
T
i
g
e
r
 
V
V
o
o
d
s
 
t
o
 
N
e
i
l
 
A
r
m
s
t
r
o
n
g
.

T
here are prim

ary em
otions and secondary em

otions. Prim
ary

cm
otions are the ones you're born w

ith, such as the drive to obtain
food or the reaction of reaching out to grab som

ething if you feel
yourself falling. B

ut the em
otional system

 of bodily responses can
be hooked up 1.0 anything. R

em
arque's soldiers learneù to connect

a deeply instinctive em
otional response to the w

histling of a shelL
.

T
here w

cre no high-explosive shells w
hen erIlotioii evolved, but it

is handily recruited into the task of avoiding them
 after only a fevl'T

experiences to niake the connection. T
he connection, once m

aòe, is
so profound that t.aking the necessary action requires no thought
or w

ill; it ,,"arks autom
atically. T

he proof that it's a secondary and
not a priuiary em

otion is that the new
 recruits didn't have the

sam
e reaction, and they died by the score as a result.
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R
em

arque's observation, and the neuroscience that has con-
firm

ed it, can ilhuninate the w
ay accidents happeil. If an experi-

enced river runner is pitched into the w
ater, he w

ill turn on his
back and float w

ith his toes out of the w
ater, riding on the buoy-

ancy of his life vest. A
n inexperienced onei like a drow

ning sw
 lrIl-

m
er, w

Lll reach up to w
ave or try to grab som

ething. R
aising his

arm
s causes his feet to sink.

F
o
r
t
y
-
f
o
u
r
-
y
e
a
r
-
o
l
d
 
P
e
t
e
r
 
D
u
f
f
y
 
d
i
e
d
 
o
n
 
J
u
n
e
 
1
6
,
 
1
9
9
6
,
 
w
h
i
l
e

rafting on the H
udson R

iver, and his accident illustrates how
im

portant it is not only to control criiotIons but to develop the
appropriate secondary em

otions. "'H
e ¡D

uffyJ fell into the river,"
w

rote C
harlie W

albridge, w
ho publishes R

iver Safeiy R
eport.

"F
acing upstreani, he attem

pted to stand, caught his right foot
betw

een tw
o rocks, and w

as pushed under. H
is life jacket w

as
stripped off, and he w

as trapped under three feet of w
ater. . . . F

oot

entrapm
ent rescues are very difficult. Y

ou m
ight as w

ell step in
front of a speeding car as get your foot caught in a fast m

oving
river. T

he victim
 w

as w
arned, but failed to follow

 instructions."
D

uffy knew
, intellectually, w

hat he should have done, H
ut know

-
ing w

as no m
atch for em

otion.

FE
A

R
 is but one ernotion. T

he instinct to reproduce is another,
a
n
d
 
i
t
 
i
n
i
t
i
a
t
e
s
 
a
 
r
e
m
a
r
k
a
b
l
y
 
s
i
m
i
l
a
r
 
s
e
t
 
o
f
 
v
i
s
c
e
r
a
l
 
r
e
s
p
o
n
s
e
s
,

though w
ith striking differences involving the sex organs and

glands. A
nyone w

ho has ever fallen in love, fallen hard, know
s

w
hat Y

ankovich nieans w
hen he says, "Y

our IQ
 rolls back to that of

an ape." E
m

otion takes over from
 the thinking part of the brain,

the neocortex, to effect an instinctive set of responses necessary for

survival, in this case reproduction.
D

uring a fear reaction, the am
ygdala (as w

ith m
ost structures in

t
h
e
 
b
r
a
i
n
,
 
t
h
e
r
e
 
a
r
e
 
t
w
o
 
o
f
 
t
h
e
m
,
 
o
n
e
 
i
n
 
e
a
c
h
 
h
e
m
i
s
p
h
e
r
e
)
,
 
i
n
 
C
O
D
-

cert w
ith num

erous other structures in the brain and body, help to
trigger a staggeringly com

plex sequence of events, all ainied at pro-
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dueing a behavior to prom
ote survival; freezing in place, for exam

-
pie, follow

ed by running aw
ay. vV

hen the reaction begins, neural
netw

orks arc activated, and nuiiierous cherriical cornpounds are
r
e
l
e
a
s
e
d
 
a
n
d
 
n
i
o
v
e
d
 
a
r
o
u
n
d
 
i
n
 
t
h
e
 
b
r
a
i
n
 
a
n
d
 
b
o
d
y
.
 
T
h
e
 
n
i
o
s
t
 
w
e
l
l
-

knovirn am
ong them

 is the so-called adrenaline rush. A
drenalin is a

trade iianie for epinephrine, and adrenaline is a synonym
 for ii, but

neither is used m
uch in scientific circles. E

pinephrine and norepi-

nephrine, w
hich com

e from
 the adrenal giands~ are in a class of

com
pounds called catecholam

ines, w
hich have a ,vide range of

effects, including constricting blood vessels and exciting or inhibit-
ing the firing of nerve cells anù the contraction of sm

ooth m
uscle

fibers. B
ul il is norepinephrine (not adrenaline or epinephrine) that

is largely responsible for the jolt you feel in the heart w
hen startled.

C
ortisol (a steroid), ,vhich is released from

 the adrenal cortex, also
am

ps up fear, anlO
ng its othcr effects. T

he nel resull of all ihe
chem

icals that com
e stream

ing through your system
 once the

arnygdala has detected danger is that the heart rate rises, breathing
speeds up, m

ore sugar is dum
ped into the m

etabolic system
, and the

distribution of oxygen and nutrients shifts so that you have the
strength to run or iïghL

 ):ou're on afterburner. T
he knot in ihe st.om

-
ach Y

ankovich m
entioned results from

 that redistribution (as w
ell

as (roin contractions of the sriiooth rnuscle in the stom
ach), in

w
hich the flow

 of blood to the digestive system
 is reduced so that it

can be used elsew
here to m

eet the em
ergency. (E

xcellent descrip-

tions of this very com
plex system

 can be found in Joseph L
eD

oux's

books, T
he E

m
otional B

rain and T
he Synaptu &

lf IIe refers to the
am

ygdala as "'the centerpiece of the defense system
.")

E
volution t.ook m

illions of years to com
e up w

ith em
otional

responses. It has Ilot yet had tune to corne up w
ith an appropriate

survival response for ~avy fighter pilots on quarter-m
ile final, try-

ing to land a 50,O
O

O
-pound stovepipe on the heaving deck of a ship.

P
e
t
e
r
 
D
u
f
f
y
'
s
 
l
a
c
k
 
o
f
 
c
o
n
t
r
o
l
 
o
v
e
r
 
h
i
s
 
e
m
o
t
i
o
n
a
l
 
r
e
s
p
o
n
s
e

allow
ed him

 to drow
n him

self in the H
udson R

iver. T
he fighter

pilot w
ho slam

m
ed into the back of the C

arl I/inson w
as the vic-
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tini of a sIniilar effect. A
 secondary em

otion got the best of him
 on

the approach to the boat. F
or w

hatever reason, he w
as not exercis-

ing t.he necessary control, and he let the plane get too low
. I know

how
 it ,\yorks. rve done it m

yself: 1\10st pilots have. Fear in the
cuckpit, as Y

ankovich put it, is a knife fight in a phone booth. Y
ou

literally have to fight to rnove your frozen hand to correct the m
is-

take that you see developing before your eyes. Y
ou are split.

~
:¡any tinies before, the pilot m

U
st have had the sensatiun of

turn-buckle tw
isting terror, follow

ed by the cool flood of relief
upon landing. E

ven as the horm
ones produced under stress disrupt

perception, thinking, and the form
ation and retrieval of m

em
o-

ries, they set a potentially dangerous trap by exciting the aniyg-
dala. T

hey help to dam
pen explicit (conscious) inem

ory even
w

hile creating and recalling im
plicit (unconscious) niem

ories w
ith

greater efficiency. A
s the fear rises, you becom

e m
ore unable to

deal w
ith it because you're not even aw

are of the learning that's
propelling you. L

eD
oux refers to this as a "hostile takeover of con-

sciousness by em
otion" as the "am

ygdala cm
nes to dom

inate w
ork

iug m
enlO

r)"." T
he body know

s w
here safety is, and w

hen you're a

r
o
o
k
i
e
 
a
n
d
 
r
e
a
l
l
y
 
a
f
r
a
i
d
,
 
a
n
y
 
s
u
c
c
e
s
s
f
u
l
 landing carries w

ith it an
explosive, alm

ost orgasm
ic sense of release. T

he pilot had devel-
oped a pow

erful secondary elllO
tion, w

hich told him
 that safety

a
n
d
 
e
v
e
n
 
e
c
s
t
a
s
y
 
c
o
u
l
d
 
b
e
 
f
o
u
n
d
 
o
n
 
t
h
e
 
g
r
o
u
n
d
 
(
o
r
 
t
h
e
 
d
e
c
k
)
 
a
n
d

that if he could just get the hell dow
n, he'd be all right. H

e had a
true and physical m

eiilO
ry of that sensation, w

hich w
as a pow

erful
nlO

tivator of behavior developed by coupling that experience w
ith

a prim
ary em

otional state. H
e also had an intellectual know

ledge
that if you land w

hen you're already low
 and slow

, you m
ight die.

U
nfortunately, he had no secondary em

otion for that, since he had
no experience of it. It w

as an abstract idea, forebrain stuff. It could
not com

pete as a m
otivator of behavior.

'.'hen a pilot hits the "round dow
n," as they call the back of the

boat, it's called a "ram
p strike." A

s one pilot w
ho flew

 in the w
ar

oil Iraq said, "T
hose are bad and deadly." H

e explained the w
ay it
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h
a
p
p
e
n
s
.
 
T
h
e
 
p
i
l
o
t
 
f
o
c
u
s
e
s
 
t
o
o
 
m
u
c
h
 
o
n
 
t
h
e
 
t
h
i
n
g
 
t
h
a
t
 
h
e
 
f
e
e
l
s
 
1
5

m
ost im

portant at that m
om

ent: the deck. H
om

e_ It's called "spot-

ting the deck," because it breaks up the natural flO
\'i! of his scan,

w
hich ought to include his m

eatball, line-up, airspeed, altim
eter,

and angle of attack. O
nce he fixes on his landing area, he's done for.

T
he pilot's rising cin,re of fear 'ivent off the charts in one direc-

tion, w
h ¡Ie the rising curve of his m

otivation tow
ard the deck

w
ent off the charts in the other. T

he jockey lost control of the
horse in the gate.

E
xperienced travelers in the w

ilderness and people w
ho engage

i
n
 
r
i
s
k
y
 
a
c
t
i
v
i
t
i
e
s
 
u
n
d
e
r
s
t
a
n
d
.
 

In 1910, tw
o B

ri6sh explorers, A
ps-

ley C
herry-G

arrard and R
obert Falcon Scott, set off for the South

Pole. Scott died on that expedition. In praising his traveling com
-

panions, C
herry-G

arrard w
rote that they "displayed that quality

\\/hich is perhaps the only one \vhich m
ay be said w

ith certainty to
niake for success, self-control." Ilm

v w
ell you exercise that control

often decides the outcom
e of survival situations. W

hether it rneans
m

aking a split-second decision w
hile scuba- or skydiving or keep-

ing your head ,vhile stranded in the w
ilderness, it is the m

ost
im

portant skill to take along. A
nd ,vith m

ore and niore novices
going into the w

ilderness for fun, the severe penalties that cO
lne

w
ith a failure of control are becom

ing evident in the increasing
num

ber of search and rescue operations that are launched to save
them

 or recover their bodies.

ST
R

E
SS R

E
L

E
A

SE
S cortisol into the blood, It invades the hip-

pocam
pus and interferes w

ith its w
ork. (L

ong-term
 stress can kill

hippocarripal cells.) T
he am

ygdala has pow
erful connections to the

sensory cortices, the rhinal cortex, the anterior cingulate, and the
ventral prefrontal cortex, w

hich m
eans that the ent.ire m

em
ory

systeni, both input and output, are affected. A
s a result, m

ost peo-
ple are incapable of perform

ing any but the sim
plest tasks under

stress. T
hey can't rem

em
ber the m

ost basic things. In addition,
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stress (or any strong em
otion) erodes the ability to perceive. C

orti-
sol and other horm

ones released under stress interfere w
ith the

w
orking of the prefrontal cort.ex. T

hat is w
here perceptions are

processed rind decisions are m
ade. Y

ou see less, hear less, iniss m
ore

cues from
 the environm

ent. and m
ake m

istakes. C
nder extrerne

stress, the visual field actually narrm
vs. (Police officers w

ho have
been shot report tunnel vision.) Stress causes m

ost people to focus
n
a
r
r
o
\
v
l
y
 
o
n
 
t
h
e
 
t
h
i
n
g
 
t
h
a
t
 
t
h
e
y
 
c
o
n
s
i
d
e
r
 
m
o
s
l
.
 
i
m
p
o
r
t
a
n
t
,
 
a
n
d
 
i
t

m
ay be the w

rong thing. So w
hile the fighter pilot 'vas fixed oil

landing, he very w
ell m

ight not have seen the lights or even heard
the LS

O
's voice telling him

 to go around. T
he organism

 w
as doing

w
hat it knew

 hm
.v to do best: escape danger and get to safety as fast

as possible. T
he rest of the input becam

e irrelevant noise, effi-
ciently screened out by the brain. So he hit the boat.

I did som
ething very like that w

hen 1 ,"vas a new
 pilot. I w

as on
approach to landing at. m

y hom
e airport w

hen th(~
 controller told

rrle I w
as on a collision course w

ith another plane. B
ut I w

as so
f
o
c
u
s
e
d
,
 
s
o
 
f
e
a
r
f
u
l
,
 
t
h
a
t
 
1
 

literally didn't. hear hirri. I heard I1othing.
and 1 didn't even see the plane. H

e called m
e on the radio three

tim
es, and fortunately, m

y friend Jonas, "\vho w
as sitting beside rrie,

told ine that the controller w
anted an iniiediate right turn. T

he
t
a
s
k
 
o
f
 
j
u
s
t
 
g
e
t
t
i
n
g
 
t
h
e
 
h
e
l
l
 
d
o
w
n
 
h
a
d
 
h
e
 c
o
r
n
e
 
s
o
 
l
l
I
i
p
o
r
t
a
n
t
-
-
o

eniotional1y lIlotivated-that it occupied w
hat neuroscientists call

"w
orking rnem

ory" (w
hich in effect rneans consciousness or atten-

tion) to the exclusion of other stIrriuli. O
nly because Jonas w

as so
close to m

e and could com
m

and m
y attention by punching m

e in the
arm

 'vas he able to break the lock I had put on "vorking m
em

ory.

E
m

otions arc survival m
echanism

s, but they don't ahvays w
ork

for i,he individuaL. T
hey w

ork across a large nun1ber of trials to
keep the species alive. T

he individual m
ay live or die, but over a few

niillion years, m
ore m

aniiiials lived t.han died by letting eU
lO

tion

take over, and so em
otion "vas selected. For people w

ho are raised in
m

odern civilization, the w
ilderness is novel and full of unfam

iliar
hazards. 'l() survive in it, the hody m

ust lcaruand aùapt.
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A
lthough strong em

otion can Ù
itcrfere w

ith the ability to reason,

em
otion is also necessary for both reason ing and learning. E

m
otion

is the source of both success and failure at selecting correct action
at the crucial m

orncnt. T
o survive, you m

ust develop secondary
em

otions that function in a strategic balance w
ith reason.

O
ne w

ay to prom
ote that balance is through hum

or.

E
V
E
 
R
Y
 
P
U
 
R
S
U
 
I
T
 
h
a
s
 
i
t
s
 
o
w
n
 
s
u
h
c
u
l
t
u
r
e
,
 
f
r
o
m
 
h
a
n
g
 
g
l
i
d
e
r
s
 
a
n
d

steep creek boaters to cavers and m
ountain bikers. T

 love their dark
and private hum

or, those ritual m
om

ents of horriage to the organ-
isin, w

hich return us to a protective state of cool. It unequivocally
separates the hving from

 the dead.
V

V
lien I w

as fighting fires w
ith the C

hicago F
ire D

epartIIlcnt,
trying to learn som

ething about how
 to be cool w

hile going up in
flam

es, T
 asked one of thp. m

p.n w
hy he becam

e a firefighter. "I like

to w
reck things," he said. A

s w
e sm

ashed w
indow

s after putting
out a huuse fire, I believed him

, too. V
V

c had an old-tim
er at the

firehouse I w
as w

orking out of, B
ernie '",'as his nam

e, w
ho

w
ouldn't even put on his K

evlar turnout coat. H
e'd fall asleep in

the truck on the w
ay to a fire, and w

hen one of us com
m

ented on
it, B

ernie said, "I could sleep w
ith m

y dick slam
m

ed in a door."
B

ernie w
asn't the only one, either. T

he guys called the big beer
cooler in the kitchen "the baby coffin." T

hey had dozens of nam
es

for different types of corpses-"crispy critters," "stinkers,"
"fluaters," "dunkers," and "H

eadless H
orsem

en," just to nam
e a few

.

B
utch Farabee, national em

ergency services coordinator for the
N

ational Park Service, told of taking his friend, \N
alt D

abney, on
his first body recovery in Y

oseinite (there arc a lot of them
). T

hey

found the m
an they w

ere looking for, R
.ick, after he'd been dead (l

w
eek. ''It w

as just terrible," Farabee said. "H
is body w

as quivering
w

ith m
aggots. H

e w
as as stiff as a basted turkey, too; w

e had to
break his arm

s to get him
 into the hody hag. ''''hen w

e low
ered the

body bag over a cliff, w
e dropped him

. V
\T

alt and I had 1.0 spend the

"
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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night out there w
ith the body. I started talking to it, saying, 'H

ey,

R
ick, ho,","s it going today? S

orry about dropping you.' V
V

alt
thought I w

as either terribly disrespectful or out of m
y gourd. T

he
fact is you have to deC

lI w
ith these things to the best of your ability.

If you don't w
ork w

ith it, it'll get you. A
 dead body is not som

e-
thing you get used to."

Som
e high-angle rescue w

orkers call body bags "long-term
bivvy sacks." It sounds cruel, but survivors laugh and play, and
even in the m

ost horrible situations-perhaps especially in those
situations-they continue to laugh and play. T

o deal w
ith reality

Y
O

ll m
ust first recognize it as such, and as S

iebert and others have
pointed out, play put.s a person in toiich w

ith his enviroiunent,
w

hile laughter m
akes the feeling of being threatened m

anageable.
T

he grotesque hum
or of the fïghter pilots, then, that secret lan-

guage, contains truths w
e don't even know

 w
e kno\'... :i1oods are

c
o
n
t
a
g
i
o
u
s
,
 
a
n
d
 
t
h
e
 
e
i
n
o
t
i
o
n
a
l
 
s
t
a
t
e
s
 
i
n
v
o
l
v
e
d
 
w
i
t
h
 
s
m
i
l
i
n
g
,

hum
or, and laughter are am

ong the niost contagious of alL. Laugh-

ter doesn't take conscious thought_ It's autornatic, and one person

laughing or sniiling induces the sam
e reaction in others. L

aughter
stim

ulat.es the left prefront.al cortex, an area in the brain that helps

us to feel good and to he inotIvated. T
hat stiniulatiori alleviates

anxiety and frustration. T
here is evidence t.hat laughter can send

chem
ical signals to actively inhibit the firing of nerves in the

am
ygdala, thereby dam

pening fear, L
aughter, then, can help to

tem
per negative em

ot.ions. A
nd w

hile all this m
ight seem

 of
purely academ

ic interest, it could prove helpful w
hen your partner

breaks his leg at 19,000 feet in a blizzard on a Peruvian m
ountain.

It is not a lack of fear that separates elite perform
ers from

 the
rest of u.s. T

hey're afraid, t.oo, but they're not overw
helm

ed by it.
T

hey m
anage fear_ T

hey use it to focus on taking correct action.
l\like 'lyson's trainer, G

us U
'A

m
ato, said, "Fear is like fire. It can

cook for you. T
t can heat your house. O

r it can burn you dow
n.ll

A
nd T

yson hiuiself said that fear w
as '~like a snap, a little snap of

light T
 get w

hen I fight I love that feeling, It m
akes m

e feel secure
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and confident, iL suddenly m
akes everything explosive. It's like:

;H
eT

c it com
es again. H

ere's iliy buddy today.'" It's a dangerous
place to he, too. C

ontrol can easily slip aw
ay, as T

yson's unusual
behavior \vill attest.

I've spent the better part of m
y life w

orking around people w
ho

risk dying a horrible ùeath of their ow
n iiiak-ing. T

hey see it.
T

hey're near it. T
hey all have friends w

ho have gone that w
ay.

A
nd they all have a strategy for avoiding IL

---a strange am
algani of

superstition, know
ledge, illusion, and confidence. H

ut everyone
begins w

ith the sam
e m

achinery, the sam
e basic organism

, and
vvhen it's threatened, w

heihcT
 in pursuit of pleasure, for duty and

honor, or by accident, the organism
 reacts in predictable w

ays. It is

only by iiianaging and w
orking w

ith those predictable, inhorIi
r
e
a
c
t
i
o
n
s
 
t
h
a
t
 
y
o
u
'
r
e
 
g
o
i
n
g
 
t
o
 
s
u
r
v
i
v
e
.
 
Y
o
u
 
c
a
n
'
t
 
f
i
g
h
t
 
t
h
e
m
,

because ihey are ,,,ho you arp.

R
I
G
 
H
T
 
B
 
E
F
O
 
R
 
E
 
t
b
e
 
p
l
a
n
e
s
 
l
a
u
n
c
h
e
d
 
o
f
f
 
t
h
e
 
C
a
r
l
 
V
i
n
s
o
n
,
 
f
o
l
l
o
w
-

ing the 1800 briefing in R
eady N

ine, I w
ent to dinner ,,,ith lV

Iike
Y

ankovich and a group of fliers in the officers' m
ess, ensuring that

v.1e'ù have t.hat knot in our stom
achs. A

fter w
e'd finished eating, a

'~
raiter lT

i a w
hite coat cam

e to the lable, and every officer sitting

around iue said one ..vord to him
: "D

og."
"V

hen they'd finished, ihe w
aiter turned to nie and asked, "D

og,
sir?""S

ure," I said. T
hen, as the w

aiter left, T
asked l\like, "V

V
hafs

dog?"

"A
uto-dog," he said. "It's soft-serve ice cream

. T
 ,ike U

airy

Q
ueen. "
I asked w

hy it w
as callt~

d dog.

"G
o over and w

atch it com
e out. of the iiiadiliie," he said.

Survival, then, is about being cooL
. It's about laughing w

ith an
attitude of bold hum

ility in the face of som
ething terrifying. Ils

about knm
ving the deepest processes of the brain, even if, as noIl-

N
 
L
 
0
 
0
 
K
 
O
U
T
,
 
H
E
R
 
E
 
C
O
M
 
E
 
5
 
R
A
Y
 
(
H
 
A
 
R
 
L
 
E
 
5
 
"
 
4
3

scientists, W
~ can explain theni only through the darkest hum

or
im

aginable.
So here they are., these F-1R

 pilots, about to go up and possibly
die doing som

et.hing horribly risky in the unholy night., and they
are joking i.hat for dessert they eat feces.

It's an olù habit. R
cm

arque "'"'ote, "'lV
e m

ake grim
, coarse jests

about it, w
hen a nian dies, then w

e say he has nipped off his turù,
and so w

e spe.ak of everything; that keeps us from
 going m

ad; as
long as w

e take it that \vay w
e m

aintain our ow
n resistance."

A
N

 H
 0 U

 R
 after dinner, I stand on the LS

O
 platform

 and Y
ankovich

holds the pickle sw
itch high, the heavy telephone halH

bet pressed
to his ear. V

V
é w

atch a nervous pilot com
e w

obbling in. I haven't
even m

entioned the rem
arkable skill and perception it takes for

Y
ankovich to know

, by eyeball alone in the asphalt night, ,,,hether

or not the black bat w
e see unfolding before us is going to hit the

correct w
ire. B

ut this pilols approach looks really bad. E
ven I can

telL
.T
hrough m

y headphones I hear Y
ankovich say, "Look out, here

com
es R

ay C
harles."

A
s he releases the pickle s"ritch trigger to send the pilot around

for another try, Y
ankovich ùoes a few

 dance steps, his head lolling
around like a blind m

an's, reeling there on the tiny L
SO

 platform
seven stories above the heaving of the. m

eterless sea.
Y

ankovich and I turn and w
atch the jet shoot off the other end

of the boat, engines roaring. T
he plane dips a bit, and w

e w
ait

until it's securely back in the air. T
hen Y

ankovich says to m
e, ~'noy,

did you see hirn settL
e? H

e'll be picking the seat ciishion out of his
asshole about now

."
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G
 to survival, w

hich Joe S
im

pson and
Steve C

allahan took, stretches back into childhood. T
o enter the

w
ilderness, to challenge the forces of nature, w

e m
ust be w

orthy,

and w
orthiness doesn't com

e from
 a w

eekend survival school, the
E

agle Scouts, or even a few
 years in the m

ilitary. Peter L
eschak

w
rote, "In fire and other em

ergency operations, you m
ust not

m
erely tolerate uncertainty, you m

ust savor it. O
r you w

on't last
long. T

he m
ost efficient preparation is a general m

ental, physical,
a
n
d
 
p
r
o
f
e
s
s
i
o
n
a
l
 
r
e
a
d
i
n
e
s
s
 
n
u
r
t
u
r
e
d
 
o
v
e
r
 
y
e
a
r
s
 
o
f
 
t
r
a
i
n
i
n
g
 
a
n
d

experience. Y
ou live to live. Preparing is itself an activity, and

action is preparation." H
e's talking about m

aking him
self w

orthy
of suivival, and his w

ay of doing it in the w
ilderness is w

ith the
added burden of firei just as m

y father's m
anner of flying, itself an

act of survval, w
as to do it w

hile people w
ere shooting at him

.
I first learned about being w

orthy from
 m

y father. I learned
again ,,,hen T

 becam
e a pilot. A

nd again w
hen I becam

e an instru-
inent pilot, a com

m
ercial piloti and then an aerobatics pilot. Fly-

ing bush pilot planes in the A
rctic regions of A

laska-the B
rooks

T
H
E
 
D
A
Y
 
O
F
 
T
H
E
 
F
A
l
l
 
2
6
1

R
ange and on up the coast past 'V

ain\vright to B
arrow

-I learnedi
too, about indifferent forces that punish inattention or arrogance.
'V

hen I w
as com

peting w
ith the T

nternational A
erobatics C

lub,
even as I saw

 those around m
e being killed, 1 realized that I had to

be at once bold and hum
hle, that I had to open m

y m
ind to this

energetic w
orld, w

hich never sits still, the com
plex churning of its

m
aterials, from

 w
hich I'd m

ade m
y ow

n B
raille language of life.

1\1)' father \vas too badly injured in his crash to continue as a
pllO

l and w
ent back to school to becom

e a m
edical school professor,

a scientist. I follow
ed him

 to the U
niversity of T

exas, then to B
ay-

lor J\ledical School and at last to N
orthw

estern, and grew
 up w

ork-
ing in his labs, eventually operating an electron m

icroscope and
peering w

ith him
 into the very m

achinery of hum
an cells. I'd go

to his classes so that I'd be able to speak his language, the language
of science. V

V
heri he took the podium

, he alw
ays began by saying,

"Fellow
 students. . ." H

e taught rne the hum
ility of know

ing that
w

e \vere all, alw
ays, students, and that to stop being a student w

as

to stop living.
"T

hen he turned seventy years old, I w
as hot and heavy on the

contest circuit w
ith the International A

erobatics C
lub. I took him

up for his birthday to show
 hiiu rny routine of spins, loops, rolls,

ham
m

erheads, C
uban eights, Im

m
elm

ansi and split-5's, a continu-

ous corkscrew
ing of the airplane, w

hich let one m
aneuver lead

into the next in a sort of high-octane gasoline ballet.
A

 plane is a noisy, stinking thing to those on the ground, but to
the pilot it can som

etinies seem
 absolutely silent, like a sailboat

(
u
n
t
i
l
 
y
o
u
 
h
e
a
r
 
t
h
e
 
w
r
o
n
g
 
s
o
u
n
d
,
 
a
n
d
 
t
h
e
n
 
i
t
 
g
e
t
s
 
Y
O
U
T
 
p
r
o
m
p
t

attention). O
n that flight, m

y father sat quietly III the tandem
 seat

as I ripped the plane through four and five G
's, clim

bing, descend-

ing, rolling, and falling through the hard air, sw
itching blue sky

for green earth a dozen tim
es a ininute as the sm

ooth beauty of
the w

hirling w
orld filled m

e w
ith w

onder and joy, It didn't feel as
if I flew

 the plane. It felt as if I'd becom
e the plane; the w

ingtips
had nerves.
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I\1y brother l\lìchael, one of m
y father's students and a physi-

cian, had expressed som
e concern that the G

-forces m
ight be bad

for our father at his age. B
ut w

hen 1 w
as done and m

y w
heels

barked onto the asphalt, m
y father clim

bed out and said, "Y
ou're a

really good pilot." lie did not give praise idly, It w
as one of the

n10st iT
Iiportant iiiom

cnts iurny life. 1 w
as w

orthy. A
ir w

orthy.

W
 H

E
N

 P
E

a P
 L E

 hear about m
y father's survival, they think of the

long fall from
 Ù

ie sky or the m
om

ent w
hen that G

erm
an peasant,

standing on the stub of w
ing. pulled the trigger on his old pistol

and it niIsfired. B
ut those singular events are not the point.

S
ure, it takes luck to be a survivor, and luck 15 nothing m

ore

than the accum
ulation of circum

stance throughout a life. O
ne

year, I arrived in G
lacier N

ational Park to w
atch the biggest snow

clearing operation in the U
nited States. T

he big bend near the
apex of G

oing T
o T

he Sun R
oad can be 100 feet deep in snow

, and
the road is only tw

o lanes w
ide. A

valanches regularly rip through
t
h
e
r
e
,
 
1
i
o
m
e
t
i
m
e
s
 
s
w
e
e
p
i
n
g
 
I
l
i
c
n
 
a
n
d
 
r
n
a
c
h
i
n
e
s
 
o
f
f
 
i
n
t
o
 
t
h
e

couloirs. A
s the w

eather w
anns, the cliffs calve rocks the size of

autom
obiles. -:A

-s I settled in w
ith the crew

i the snO
\v boss told m

e

ihat the previous season, on the day the road opened, a 30-toli rock
had fallen onto a cari killing a .Japanese tourist ..\lhile sparing his
w

ife in the passenger seat next to him
. A

nd 1 thought, A
ll his life

he drove along roads to get to that exact spot at that exact InO
Ilient.

A
nd so did his w

ife, w
ho survived. B

ut her survival didnlt end at
that m

om
ent, it began there. H

er task w
as to survive the terrible

event, to go on and live her life. So w
ith iiiy father. T

he lesson of
survival that I took from

 his story w
as not that he w

as so lucky as
to fall 27,000 feet and not die. It w

as t.hat he had to have the
strength to go on and live sixty inore years after losing his beloved
brothers, his crew

i after breaking his body into so m
any pieces,

öfter prison eaoip. H
e w

as tw
enty-three years old and had to forge

T
H
E
 
D
A
Y
 
O
F
 
T
H
E
 
F
A
L
L
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a strategy for surviving everything else. I'd seen m
any of his fel-

low
 com

batants sim
ply give up, collapsed old m

en, ,valking ghosts.
T

hat the G
errnan peasant's old and badly abused pistol jam

m
ed

w
as sheer chance. E

verything after that w
as not.

A
s
 
h
e
 
l
a
y
 
t
h
e
r
e
 
i
n
 
a
 
h
e
a
p
 
h
y
 
t
h
e
 
r
u
d
d
e
r
 
p
e
d
a
l
s
,
 
m
y
 
f
a
t
h
e
r

w
a
t
c
h
e
d
 
h
i
s
 
w
o
u
l
d
-
b
e
 
a
s
s
a
s
s
i
n
 
w
i
t
h
 
a
 
s
o
r
t
 
o
f
 
d
i
m
,
 
s
w
o
o
n
i
n
g

am
usem

ent as the m
an tried to get the firing m

echanism
 sorted

out. T
hen m

y father began laughing, w
hich infuriated the G

er-
inan, w

ho w
as cursing a blue streak. M

y father w
as able to under-

stand G
erm

an reasonably w
ell and w

as struck by the m
ovie-like

quality of the scene. It w
as all a bit m

uch; to get blow
n out of the

sky önd fall 27,000 feet w
ithout a parachute-and survive-only

to land in the exact spot w
here there's a pissed-off farm

er w
ith a

gun, H
e couldn't stop laughing, It w

as the beginning of his salva-
tion, not the end. H

um
or w

as the key.
A

 G
erm

an officer appeared and told the farm
er that he could

not shoot the A
m

erican pilot, w
ho w

as officially a prisoner of the
G

erm
an R

eich. T
here w

as an arguinent. H
arsh w

ords. T
he peas-

ant said that the pilot deserved to die for bom
bing them

, and any-
w

ay, he w
asn't going to live long. L

ook at him
. Indeed, his nose

had been cut off, he w
as bleeding profusely, and he w

as crum
pled

in a bloody, m
angled heap. H

e w
as obviously delirious. L

ook, he1s
laughing.

V
V

ile they w
ere arguing about his fate, l\lrs. Peiffer cam

e out
from

 her farm
house outside the tow

n of N
euss (now

 a suburb of
D

üsseldorf), T
he front half of the B

-17 had eom
e dow

n on the side
of a railroad enibankm

ent that bordered her land, and she w
as

hopping m
ad. (T

he aft portion of the plane had crashed about half
a m

ile aw
ay w

ith soine of the crew
, one of w

hom
 had lost his legs

som
ew

here in the sky.) She'd seen the w
hole thing from

 her house.
F

or som
e t.im

e now
 she had refused to take shelter against the air

raids. T
he G

erm
an soldiers w

ere all young, and the w
om

an took
advantage of her age, ordering t.hem

 to care for the w
ounded pilot.
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M
Y
 
F
A
T
 
f
1
 
E
 
R
 
a
w
o
k
e
 
i
n
 
t
h
e
 
s
n
o
w
,
 
l
a
i
d
 
o
u
t
 
w
i
t
h
 
s
o
m
e
 
o
f
 
h
i
s
 
d
e
a
d

crew
. "I w

as in and out of consciousness," he told m
e. "B

ut I w
as

deliriously happy. lvlaybe it w
as because of iny injuries. l\:layhe

som
eone had given m

e m
orphine. I don't know

. B
ut I felt no pain,

and I w
as just happy to be alive.'1

B
u
t
 
t
o
 
h
i
s
 
l
e
f
t
 
w
a
s
 
C
o
l
o
n
e
l
 
H
u
n
t
e
r
,
 
h
i
s
 
c
O
T
T
i
m
a
n
d
a
n
t
 
a
n
d
 
c
o
-

pilot for the day. lvly father w
as captain of the ship, and as such, he

w
as responsible for the safety of all on board. :K

 ow
 H

unter lay
d
e
a
d
 
i
n
 
t
h
e
 
n
e
w
l
y
 
f
a
l
l
e
n
 
S
I
l
O
W
,
 
a
n
d
 
t
h
e
 
l
i
e
u
t
e
n
a
n
t
 
c
o
u
l
d
n
'
t
 
h
e
l
p

feeling guilty about how
 happy he w

as to be alive w
hen all the rest

w
ere dead.
V

V
hilc he struggled ,,\lith the confusing eIflotions, he began vom

-

iting blood. H
e concluded that he rnust have internal injuries. Sud-

denly, his joy turned to terror as he realized thH
-t he w

as going to
die. A

fter all that, to perish in the snow
. H

e began crying, and a
G

-erm
an soldier, hiiself no m

ore than a boy, cam
e over to see w

hat
the trouble w

as. H
e reached dow

n and flipped the A
m

erican boy's
nose back into place for him

. A
lthough it had been cut ott by flying

glass or uietal, it had been hanging by a flap of skin, and now
 T

ny

father und6rstood: H
e'd been lying 011 his back, sw

allow
ing all the

blood from
 his nesh w

ound. T
hat's w

hy he w
as throw

ing up. O
nce

m
ore, he w

as overcom
e w

.ith joy: H
e w

as going to live!

H
e passed out again.

M
rs. Peiffer ordered the G

ernian soldiers to carry the .."ounded
.A

.inerican lieutenant into her house, and w
hen he aw

oke the next

tim
e, they had laid hini befoT

e her fireplace. She gave him
 tea and

a cigarette. A
s both his arm

s, both hanùs, both feet, both legs, and
num

erolls ribs w
ere broken, she had to hold the tea and help him

sm
oke his cigarette. A

nd he thought: T
his isn't going to be so bad.

1\1 aybe this is w
hat G

erm
an prison cam

p is like, tea and c-garettes
before a cozy fire.

T
hen a truck w

as pulled up to the house and he w
as throw

n into

T
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the back of it and driven overland. "A
s soon as w

e started bouncing
across that frozen ground," he said, "I could feel the broken bones
grinding against each other." T

he pain w
as so excruciating that he

couldn't stop scream
ing until he m

ercifully passed out once m
ore.

B
u
t
 
e
a
c
h
 
t
i
m
e
 
h
e
 
c
a
i
e
 
t
o
,
 
h
e
 
a
w
o
k
e
 
s
c
r
e
a
m
i
n
g
.

A
t last they arrived at the prison cam

p near G
erresheim

, w
here

he w
as throw

n in a basem
ent w

ith prisoners from
 all over E

urope
and A

m
erica. B

y chance, one of them
, D

r. G
éri, w

as a m
em

ber of
t
h
e
 
F
r
e
n
c
h
 
R
e
s
i
s
t
a
n
c
e
.
 

H
e w

as a surgeon and had been allow
ed

som
e m

eager m
edical supplies w

ith w
hich to treat. the w

ounded.
T

here w
ere also a few

 m
ale nurses w

ho w
ere allow

ed to w
ork in

t
h
e
 
c
r
u
d
e
 
l
a
z
a
r
e
t
.

D
r. G

éri \vired m
y father up w

ith piano w
ire and plastered him

a
l
l
 
o
v
e
r
 
u
n
t
i
l
 
h
e
 
l
o
o
k
e
d
 

like a great albino spiùer hanging froni the
basem

ent ceiling beneath a single bare globe, w
hich w

as strung on

a length of electric cord.
In the ensuing days and w

eeks, D
r. G

éri w
ould have to tighten

t
h
e
 
w
i
r
e
s
-
t
o
 
t
u
n
e
 
t
h
e
 
p
i
a
n
o
-
-
a
n
d
 
T
n
y
 
f
a
t
h
e
r
 
w
o
u
l
d
 
s
c
r
e
a
m
 
a
s
 
h
e

had not screaT
ned since the truck ride froni the crash site to the

cellar, W
hen he begged for m

orphine, D
r, G

éri told him
, "Is that

the w
ay the babies scream

 w
hen you bom

b them
? J\Iorphine .is for

heroes. N
ot for A

m
erican fliers w

ho bom
b babies." T

hen he'd turn
a w

ire tighter, and m
y father w

ould scream
 louder. D

r. G
éri w

as a
pacifist. So strange, thought m

y father, to be tortured by the A
llies,

not the eneni)'. H
e had to love and hate D

r. G
éri.

T
he E

ighth A
ir Force eontinued to stage its bom

bing raids on
the area, and ",rhen the bom

bers rum
 bled overhead, the light globe

above m
y father's bed w

ould start sw
inging as the 500-pounders

detonated around the cam
p. H

e'd w
atch the light bulb and listen

to his piano w
ires playa bizarre and dissonant tune, like B

artókj a

prelude, it seem
ed, to a direct hit that w

ould blow
 theT

n all to bits.
If the bom

bs w
ere close enough, the light w

ould sw
ing so hard

that it w
ould shatter against the ceiling and show

er him
 w

ith bro-
k
e
n
 
g
l
a
s
s
,
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B
y
 
t
h
e
 
t
i
m
e
 
s
p
r
i
n
g
 
c
a
m
e
 

to the G
erm

an farm
 fields, m

y father's

bones had knitted, and one of the very riiuscular m
ale nurses, a

F
rench prisoner nam

ed H
enri ~

1oreoui w
ould carry him

 upstairs
Ii ke a baby and set hirn in the sun beneath a blanket. O

ne day in
A

pril, he w
as sitting in his chair in the sun, the blanket over his

knees. It w
as a perfect day, w

ith just a few
 high clouds, A

 front had
com

e through and cleared aw
ay the sm

ells of w
aT

, w
hich som

c-
tiuies hung over them

. T
he sun w

as w
arm

 and the air w
as cool.

lvly father w
as left alone w

ith the guards, w
ho w

ere scattered
about som

e distance aw
ay. H

e w
atched the far hilL

s, daydream
ing

and alm
ost dozing off. l\l05t of the dream

s w
ere about food. T

he
G

erm
an guards ate potatoes, w

hich w
as all that w

as left in the
w

ar-torn countryside, and they gave the potato peelings to the
prisoners to m

ake a thin soup. Slow
ly starving, m

y father found
that he had becom

e obsessed w
ith rnayonnaise, w

hich he loves to
this day. A

t other tim
es, he'd daydream

 about his m
other, R

.osa,
w

ho grew
 roses and painted and m

ade pottery, or the girl back
hom

e, his fiancée and eventually iny m
other, A

nna M
arie l\1osher

(w
hose grandfather w

as a railroad w
orker and had been run over

by his ow
n train-on his sixtieth birthday).

M
y father w

ould rem
em

ber his old dog, w
hose Ilam

e ,vas G
I,

and his father, A
gustín, com

ing hom
e to R

osa after w
ork, w

here he

m
ade barbecue in a stone pit over a m

esquite w
ood fire and sold it

to the w
orkers in the area. A

gustíri w
ould sw

eep the front porch
and steps in the afternoon light and then continue sw

eeping dow
n

the sidew
alk to the dirt street in the barrio w

here they lived,
sw

eeping and sw
eeping, betw

een the row
s of R

osa's roses.
M

y father could hear the soft snap of playing cards to his left,
w

here tw
o guards w

ere engaged in a gam
e. T

o his right, sm
ne oth.

e
r
s
 
w
e
r
e
 
j
u
s
t
 
s
t
a
n
d
i
n
g
,
 
s
t
a
r
i
n
g
 
i
n
t
o
 
s
p
a
c
e
,
 
a
n
d
 
t
w
o
 

m
ore w

ere shar-

ing a cigarette. T
he hills w

ere turning green. H
e felt calm

, alm
ost

happy, and quite distant from
 the incessant pain of an em

pty
stoiiiach and knitting bones.

Som
ething caught his eye on the top of the farthest hill. H

e saw

som
p.thing m

ove. A
s he w

atched, a figure sp.em
ed to grow

 out of
the hill. A

 m
an under a burden, w

alking, coiiiing from
 the far side,

now
 crest.ing the hill, now

 advancing over its near side. T
he figure

w
as still too far aw

ay for m
y father to tell anything about it, but.

even at that distance, soiiiething about it struck m
y father as odd.

~ othing ever cam
e over those hills. A

nd there w
as just. som

ething
fam

iliar in the m
ovem

ent. Im
possible. H

e w
as too far aw

ay to dis-
tinguish any details except that the m

an labored under a large
p
a
c
k
 
a
n
d
 
o
t
h
e
r
 
g
e
a
r
.

B
ut m

y father w
as idle, dozing, and he had nothing to do other

than w
atch as the figure cam

e on and on. H
e didn't. know

 how
long he w

atched the figure grow
 out of the new

 green landscape.
It fell into a depression betw

een tw
o hills and vanished for a w

hile.
T

hen it reappeared over the next. rise, larger, m
ore distinct, and

m
y fat.her knew

 that thp.re w
as definitely som

ething about it. H
e

sat forw
ard in his chair: som

ething about t.he m
an's burden that.

m
y father just couldn't put his finger on. H

e w
ondered if he w

as
h
a
l
l
u
c
i
n
a
t
i
n
g
 
f
r
o
m
 
s
t
a
r
v
a
t
i
o
n
.

'T
hen the guards noticed, too; the card gam

e stopped and the
others stood at the ready. A

 soldier ground out a cigarette w
ith the

toe of his boot and ble\11, a thin stream
 of blue sm

oke into the
w

indless air. H
is hand carne up to shade his eyes as he w

atched.
T

hey form
ed a still tableau as the lone figure advanced across the

hills, com
ing now

 through an open field of ye.llow
 flow

ers perhaps
an eighth of a m

ile \...ide. H
e w

as dressed in green-gray, that m
uch

w
as now

 dear, and he w
as arm

ed. T
he top of his head w

as round,
and suddenly m

y fat.hcT
 could see w

hy: H
e w

ore a helm
et. T

he
field of yellow

 blossom
s seem

ed so enorm
ous and bright, as if the

figure floater! on a bow
l of !iquir! sun,

T
he guards drew

 together into a group and placed their
Schm

eizers at the ready. E
veryone w

as fixed so intently on that
lone figure, that personage, arriving, arriving, taking so long to
arrive, and the accum

ulation of detail and m
eaning as he grew

larger, and the vast landscape around him
 and the yellow

 field of

I
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flow
ers that seem

ed alternately to sw
allow

 and offer him
 up as if

he floated on an ocean ,vave. H
e m

ight be an ant for all his m
ass,

and yet ho\v he coiiim
anded their attention, as if they w

ere t.he
m

em
hers of a prim

itive cult aw
aiting at long last the returning

god of their m
ythology,

Perhaps tbose boys knew
 long before m

y father did w
hat they

w
ere looking at. T

he m
an w

as only 200 yards off w
hen the injured

flier began to put together in his m
ind w

hat he w
as seeing. A

nd yet
his iiiuddled m

ind w
ould not believe iti and so he just stared

dum
bly,

T
hen he could hear the clanking, canteen and bayonet, the tin-

kling of dog tags, P-38, tin cup. A
ll the gear m

aòe a sort of rat-
tling, atavistic m

usic, and the big rucksack shifted, boots shuffling,
w
i
t
h
 
t
h
a
t
 
i
n
i
m
i
t
a
b
l
e
 
s
l
a
c
k
-
l
i
m
b
e
d
 
i
n
d
o
l
e
n
c
e
-
n
o
,
 
n
o
 
o
n
e
 
e
l
s
e
 
c
a
n

w
alk like that, pose like that; it w

as unm
istakable, for there w

as
only one breed of hurnan being the w

hole w
orld over w

ho could
be so unstrung yet gracefuL

. \lovies have been m
ade, novels w

rit-
ten, about nothing m

ore than that insouciant w
alk, that very care-

f:ee nonchalance w
ith w

hich he am
bled tow

ard them
, that cool.

H
e w

as a m
ere 50 yards off w

hen m
y father's m

ind finally
engaged, and at that rnoiiient he looked around at the guards, fully
expecting to see them

 draw
 back the slides on their w

eapons and
open fire. B

ut w
hat he saw

 instead w
as the young faces, upturned,

the slack expressions, not of fear, but the relief of thank-G
od-its-

over, and as the lone figure advanced, they threw
 their w

eapons to
the ground and put their hands in the air.

T
he single G

 T
 sauntered straight and cool and casual tow

ard
them

, and the guards stood stock-still in their surrender, as the
A

.nicrican A
rm

y scout crossed the com
pound yard tow

ard m
y

father, cam
e right up to him

, and cast his shadow
 over him

 so that
m

y father could at last see his face-big, crooked teeth in a leather
grin; soft, indefinite-colored hair falling across his tanned face
under his helm

etj :N
l-1 rifle slung casually over his arm

.

C
b
e
w
i
n
g
 
g
u
m
,

T
H

E
 D

A
Y

 O
F T

H
E

 FA
ll

2'9

H
e grinned dow

n, hardly glancing at the G
erm

ans. H
e shook a

sm
oke out of a pack of I.uckies and offered the w

ounded flier one.
M

y father reached out and took it w
itb his left, his good hand, and

the G
I flicked a Z

ippo w
ith that inexpressible dexterity of tbe

com
bat veteran and lit the tw

o sm
okes, his ow

n, then m
y fathees,

cupping his hands tenderly around m
y father's thin fingers. T

hey
both blew

 sm
oke out and stared at each other.

"H
ello, G

I," the G
J said.

"Y
ou're a sight for sore eyes," m

y father said.
"Y

ou look like you could use a bite."
"S

ure could.?l H
e w

as shaking all over, beset by a fever of
unknow

n origin.
T

he G
I dropped his pack, dug around in it, and cam

e up w
ith

cheese and a chunk of coarse bread. H
e tore off som

e bread,
handed it to the starving flier, and flicked out his gravity knife like
a sw

itchblade to cut a thick slice of cbeese, M
y father fell to eating

it like a dog, gnaw
ing furiously, groaning out loud because he

couldn't help hiinself, glancing up from
 bite to bite as if som

eone
m

ight snatch it from
 him

. H
e noticed how

 sad the G
l's grin w

as,
and in it he saw

 how
 bad he m

ust look, a ghost of him
self, this flier

in a threadbare uniform
, torn and bloodstained. H

e had been
taken prisoner w

eighing 170 pounds and w
ent hom

e at 119.

F
A

M
I LI E

S
, T

O
O

, develop their ow
n survival rituals, their codes of

integrity, ideas of w
hat it m

eans to be w
orthy. V

V
en I w

as grow
ing

up, m
y m

other w
ould m

ake a special dinner every January tw
enty-

third to celebrate the date m
y father w

as shot dow
n, and each year

I'd hear a little bit m
ore of his im

probable story. (I'd som
ctIrnes

hear m
y father w

ake up scream
ing at nigbt, too.) A

nd although I
knew

 the stories w
ere true, I'm

 not sure I could ever quite square
the im

age I had of tbat boy falling out of the sky w
ith the m

an he
w

ould becom
e. T

he proof w
as alw

ays before m
e. H

is right arm
, the

one that w
as fixed w

ith a stainless-steel pin, m
oved only a few
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degrees at the elbow
. W

hen he dove off the diving board into the
sih-rm

m
ing pool, I could see how

 crooked it w
as. (A

niazing that he

could w
alk, let alone dive.) A

nd w
hen T

 w
as very little and cam

e up

only to his knees, I saw
 the horrible scars running the length of his

shins. H
is feet w

ere so deform
ed from

 the im
pact that they caused

one of m
y brothers, Philip, to burst into tears as a toddler. J\1y father

had to have special shoes m
ade just to w

alk w
ithout pain.

T
he lesson, w

hich it took m
e m

any decades to learn, w
as that he

w
as here am

ong us because he w
as cool. H

e w
as cool now

 and had
been cool at the m

om
ent of his death, saying nothing m

ore than
bad to be said: "T

his is it," and, "B
ailout, bailout, bailout," as pre-

scribed on the checklist before him
. A

s prescribed by the pilot's
unspoken Stoic code of conduct. H

e received the D
istinguished

Flying C
ross not for that last flight but for an earlier tim

e w
hen he

w
as shot dow

n and saved his crew
 through cool and skill and

naked nerve. vV
ith tw

o engines O
llt, his radios gone, his plane's

\vings and tail shot to pieces, leaking fuel at a prodigious rate, he
w

as inexorably descending through an overcast, recognizing that
he'd have to order his crew

 to bailout, probably into the icy E
ng-

lish C
hanneL. T

hey had no idea w
here they w

ere, w
hen he spied a

rocket punching through the overcast and turned tow
ard the pink

glow
. H

is w
heels barked onto the asphalt runw

ay som
ew

here in
B

elgium
, just in tim

e for everything on his airplane to quit. H
is

happy crew
 partied there until daw

n, w
hen the sound of w

ooden
clogs stirred them

 to head for bed as the local people w
ent to w

ork.
I have a photograph of him

 w
ith three m

em
bers of his crew

,
taken at the base in N

utham
pstead before a flght in 1944, C

harles
K

ahouri, w
ho at that tirne w

as pilot to m
y father's co-pilot, stands

on his right. T
o his left are Jack L

ayden and Jack K
utch back, both

of w
hom

 flew
 the last m

ission. T
hose three m

en are neat and
severe in their regulation uniform

s, their hats on straight, their
postures m

ilitary. T
hey look, w

ell, nervous, if not afraid, even as
they try to sm

ile. M
y father, by contrast, is not only out of uni-

form
, he has no shirt on. H

e w
ears R

ay-B
an A

viators, his hat

T
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cocked at a rakish angle, one foot sw
ung out before him

 as if he's
about to do a little dance step. H

e's grinning like the devil that I'm
told he w

as, I alw
ays looked at that photo and thought: W

hat in
hell w

as he thinking? M
any years later, I looked at it again and

realized that the other three w
ere dead and he w

as alive.
lIe hadn't let his injuries stop him

, either. Sunday m
orning, early,

he'd suddenly appear in the kitchen w
ith a top hat and cane, doing

a soft 
shoe 

and 
singing, "G

im
m

ethat old... soft... shoe...," m
ak-

ing drum
 sounds and w

histling the backup hand arrangem
ent.

V
V

e'd squeal and clap, and then he'd tw
irl the cane around his fin-

ger like D
iam

ond Jim
 the R

iverboat G
am

bler. H
e'd throw

 dow
n the

cane, grab up three eggs from
 am

ong the dozen m
y niother w

as
about to cook for breakfast, and he'd begin juggling, even as she
protested that if he broke them

, he'd have to go out and get sonie
m

ore, and she w
asn't about to clean this floor again, either.

B
r
e
a
k
 
t
h
e
m
'
 
U
n
t
h
i
n
k
a
b
l
e
,

Just to prove it, he'd juggle them
 behind his back, I had no

ùoubt that he haù been granted all of those abilities in one fell
sw

oop by flying an airplane and being shot dow
n. H

e had gone out

to ineet soiiiething terrible, and he had m
astered it and had com

e
back to be treated like a king by all t.hose around him

, to sit and
sm

oke and to be suave, sm
art, handsorne. T

he sam
e innate focus

örid attention that kept him
 from

 dropping the eggs, that sam
e

ability to be an elite perfollner, had also allow
ed him

 to read the
.Journal ~f C

ell B
iology w

hile five (and then six, and then seven)
sons raged around him

, w
reaking havoc. T

hat couldn't be any
harder L

han reading an eIliergency cheeklist inverted at 27,000
feet w

ith your left w
ing shot off w

hile you w
ere spinning hard

enough to suck your eyeballs out.

I kn8\'1" that there ,"vas little hope that I w
ould ever have such

righteous stuff. C
ertai nly, he \vas never going to explain it to m

e.
A

viators didn't chat like that. B
ut the \vliole thing w

as irresistible.
I vm

s a child, but before I could even put a nam
e on it 1 w

as deter-
m

ined t.o steal m
y share.
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So it w
as that T

 ended up riding dirt bikes at 125 m
iles an hour

o
n
 
a
 
d
r
y
 
l
a
k
e
 bed in the l\1exican desert in a ,vhiteout dust starnI.

So it w
as that 1 w

ound up on a knife-edge cliff in a blizzard w
ith

no tent in the m
iddle of the night on the highest point easL

 of the
R

ockies. So it w
as that I found m

yself on a naked heap of chert
som

ew
here above the A

rctic C
ircle, clutching an autoniatic shot-

gun jam
m

ed w
ith nine rounds of alternating double-ought buck

a"tid deer slugs, aw
aiting the approach of a grizzly beaT

 w
ho'd

caught the scent of our fresh caribou m
eat. S

o it w
as that I v.round

up flying upside dow
n, 10 feet off the ground, going 150 m

iles an
hour, through an obstacle course in the S

anta S
usana :\:T

ountains in

C
alifornia. T

hen I'd w
rite about it as best I could and give it to iny

father. E
very ex-com

bat pilot has w
hat they call an "I-L

ove-J\le
R

aouL
" In m

y father's den are his w
ings and Iliem

orabilia and the
photos of him

 and his dead crew
 from

 the bad old A
rIllY

 A
ir C

orps

days. A
cross from

 that w
all of glory, on a bookshelf, he keeps all

the things I've w
ritten. lV

ly daughters ten nie that I have the job
every thirteen-year-old boy w

ants. 1\ly ex-\vives tell m
e that 1

never grew
 up.

O
nce he w

as shot dow
n, m

y father's survival w
as not a m

atter of
craw

ling up a m
ountain or catching fish in the A

tlantic, as it w
as

for Joe Sim
pson or Steve C

allahan. B
ut I have to think that his

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

sequence of circum
stances, judgrnents, and acts, vi..~

hich com
bined

i
n
 
t
h
e
 
t
h
r
a
l
l
 
o
f
 
t
h
e
 
f
o
r
c
e
s
 
t
h
a
t
 
C
l
a
u
s
e
w
i
t
z
 
c
a
l
l
e
d
 
f
r
i
c
t
i
o
n
 
a
n
d

chance, the bipolar pull that circum
scribes and defines the uni-

verse. T
he road that leads a Japanese tourist to drive beneath a

falling 30-ton rock in G
lacier N

ational Park stretches back to the
first divisions of a zygote, even as it begins scraw

ling out the defi-
nition of itself in lines of sugarcoated D

)JA
.

T
hat doesn't i-nean everything is fated; indeed, just the opposite.

It m
eans the system

s w
e live w

ith are unpredictable and therefore
have profound and unexpected results. B

ut there are patterns in
there, too. T

he sam
e boy w

ho rode his bicycle off a garage roof to
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see w
hat w

ould happen, w
ho joined the cavalry in high school to

feel the heat of the horse and the kick of the gun, had at last
achieved w

hat L
eschak calls "an alm

ost m
ystical plane of aw

are-
ness" in learning to lean on the ",vind, accept the speed and noise
and sm

oke, and to aim
 c¡:refully and shoot straight w

hile both
calm

ing and thrilling t.o the com
plex ballet of w

hich lw
 w

as the
silent center, the jockey to the horse. T

o fly, then, he had to do the

sam
e again in the sm

ell of oil, in the heat and sm
oke, and then

once inore teach his spirit to fly straight and level and calm
ly terri-

fied ",rhile explosions rocked his ship and razor-sharp, red-hot frag-

nlcnts of supersonic flak penetr¡:ted the thin ahrm
inum

 skin of his
aircraft, punching sm

oky fingers of light into the darkness w
ithin.

A
nd w

hen one of those fingers pointed out a m
an, it w

ould m
ean

to select him
 for sacrifice. T

he sw
eet, sharp, continuous anguish of

such learning had allow
ed him

 to w
ill him

self alive in t.he im
pos-

sible dream
 of air. "H

e \vorked out his o\vn .salvation."

Survival is a continuous spiritual and physical act that spans a
lifetinH

~
. R

iding his bicycle off the roof and all the rich spinning
of a w

hirlw
ind childhood taught m

y father how
 to falL

. Saving his
crew

m
en in H

olland m
ade him

 w
orthy to lose them

 over :X
euss.

vV
ith good-hearted determ

ination, he not only rebuilt his ow
n life.

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

infancy. B
ut w

ith m
y father as captain, our fam

ily m
ade nirie,

w
hich "vas the very num

ber of m
en he had lost.

FIR
ST

 L
IE

U
T

E
N

A
N

T
 Federico G

onzales w
as liberated from

 the
G

erresheim
 cam

p on A
pri11?, ig45. It w

as alniost exactly thirty-
four years later that I w

as w
riting for Playboy niagazine, doing

research on airline crashes and studying the flaw
s of one par6cu-

layly notorious airplane, the .;ÍcD
onncll D

ouglas D
C

-10, a popular
jum

bo jet that had suffered m
ore catastrophic in-flight failures

than any other m
odern jetliner. A

s a contributing editor for the
m

agazine, I w
as planning to join m

y colleagues on a trip to the
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IV
A

L

A
m
e
r
i
c
a
n
 
B
o
o
k
s
e
l
l
e
r
s
 
A
s
s
o
c
i
a
t
i
o
n
 
C
o
n
v
e
n
t
i
o
n
 
i
n
 
L
.
A
.
 
S
h
e
1
 
V
V
a
x
,

our m
anaging editor, w

as going. H
is w

ife, Judy, w
as going w

ith
him

 to prom
ote her first book, w

hich had just been published. O
ur

fiction editor, V
ickie C

hen H
aider, w

as going, as w
ell as Q

ur for-
eign rights editor, M

ary Sheridan. I w
as planning to join them

 on
A
r
n
e
r
i
c
a
n
 
F
l
i
g
h
t
 
1
9
1
 
t
o
 
L
o
s
 
A
n
g
e
l
e
s
 
o
n
 
t
h
e
 
a
f
t
e
r
n
o
o
n
 
o
f
 
l
V
l
a
y
 
2
5
,

1979. B
ut w

hen I found out the airplane w
as a D

C
-to, I told Shel

I'd thought better of it. H
e laughed and said I'd been reading too

m
uch, H

e w
as right, I had. A

lthough I'd been flying in and out of
crow

ded airspace in a sm
all Piper aircraft for several years by then,

the idea of getting on a D
C

-l0 terrified m
e.

T
hat m

orning, I sat in Shel's office on the tenth floor of the old
PalulO

live B
uilding, w

here Playbv,,'Y
 had its headq uarters. 1 w

as
talking to Judy, w

ho w
as a good friend, She signed a copy of her

book for iilc. I said good-bye to V
ickie, w

ho had a one-year-old son.

She and I often rode the bus to w
ork together, I stopped in to see

M
ary, too, and w

ish her a good trip, I w
atched She! and Judy go

out to the A
rt D

eco elevators w
alking ann in arnl. 1 rem

em
ber

thinking how
 cool it w

as that they w
ere still so in love, w

hispering
and laughing like teenagers as they w

aited for the elevator.
T

he flight lasted thirty-one seconds and crashed in an open
field, just m

issing a fuel-tank farm
 and a trailer park. T

he plane
rolled nearly inverted hefore it hit. the ground. E

veryone w
as

killed, 273 people, T
naking it the w

orst aviation disaster i.n A
m

eri-
can history even now

, nearly a quarter century later. I lived only
t.w

enty niinutes from
 the crash site and w

as there to report on it
just after the fire ,vas put out. V

ickie, beautiful V
ickie: \vith her

straight black C
hinese hair, had to be identiiïed by a bit of dental-

w
ork.

T
he event launched m

e into an even iiioie intense period of fly-

ing and w
riting about. aviation. B

ut I w
as ahvays haunted by how

close I'd com
e to m

aking m
y life exactly m

atch m
y father\. T

had
alw

ays follow
ed hiin, follow

ed his exam
ple, tried to be like hirn. I

thought of m
yself as the hero's apprentice. B

ut later on, J hegan to

T
H
E
 
D
A
Y
 
O
F
 
T
H
E
 
F
A
L
L
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see that I had it all w
rong. H

e w
as no hero. H

e w
as a survivor. A

nd
som

ehow
 I had w

orked out m
y ow

n salvation, m
y survival, in a

long series of acts, conditions, and judgm
ents leading up to the

single w
ord I spoke to Shel w

hen he found m
e sitting on his raw

silk couch w
ith his w

ife ¡;nd asked m
e if I didn't really w

ant to
com

e w
it.h them

 to L
.A

. that afternoon. 1\1y answ
er w

as: ?\o. I had
com

e to be a survivor, too, and not even the old m
an w

as the old

m
an any m

ore.

A
L

L
 0 F the acts, conditions, and judgm

ents of a lifetim
e had put

m
y father on a vector tow

ard a spot in space and tim
e w

here an R
R

-

m
illim

eter shell happened to be rising tow
ard 27:000 feet above

m
ean sea level on January 23, 1945. P

eople have long accepted, at

an unconscious level, the essence of theories such as chaos and
com

plexity. -'1any stories have been w
ritten ahout w

hat w
ould

happen if you could travel hack in tim
e and change just one thing,

no m
atter how

 triviaL
. T

he doggerel verse that begins: "-ibr lack of
a nail a shoe w

as lost./ For lack of a shoe a horse w
as lost. II cap-

tures the idea. If C
olonel H

unter had elected to fly left seat instead
of right that day, I w

ould not have been born, and you w
ould not

be reading this book. If I had been assigned to another story in
1973 instead of airline safety, I w

ouldn't have knoi.vn about the
D
C
-
1
0
 
a
n
d
 
w
o
u
l
d
 
h
a
v
e
 
g
o
t
t
e
n
 
o
n
 
t
h
a
t
 
p
l
a
n
e
 
w
i
t
h
 
S
h
e
 

i and Judy,
A

nd you w
ould not be reading this book,

B
ut survival in the nlO

m
ent, or over hours or days or m

onths,
w

hether that survival com
es about by chance or effort or an inex-

plicable com
bination, m

ust be follow
ed once m

ore by the sam
e

struggle that led to that point. A
s Solon pointed out to C

roesus, a
life cannot be judged until it is com

plete. l\fy ow
n survival in not

going w
ith Shcl and Judy, V

ickie and M
ary, and in all sorts of

other situationsi is som
ething I'm

 still w
orking out. If m

y father's
fall planted the seeds of this book, then the crash of A

m
erican

Flight 191 fertilized them
 and m

ade them
 grow

, In a w
orld gov-
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 V
 I V

A
 L

erned by an ineluctable order, w
hich pushes through N

ew
tonian

physics, E
insteinian relativity, therm

odynam
ics, and quantum

 the-
ory w

ith all the certainty of gravity or any other encroaching nat-
ural law

, nothing can truly be said to happen by chance, w
hich is

just a w
ord w

e invented to explain the troublesom
e boundary

betw
een order and chaos. Fate, then, turns out to be the struggle,

the tension, betw
een the natuT

allaw
 that dictates that everything

s
h
o
u
l
d
 
p
r
o
c
e
e
d
 
t
o
w
a
r
d
 
d
i
s
o
r
d
e
r
 
(
e
n
t
r
o
p
y
)
 
a
n
d
 
t
h
e
 
n
a
t
u
r
a
l
 law

 that

dictates that everything should be self-organizing (com
plexity the-

o
r
y
)
.
 
I
f
 
t
h
o
s
e
 
a
r
e
,
 
i
n
d
e
e
d
,
 
t
h
e
 
n
v
o
 
o
v
e
r
a
r
c
h
i
n
g
 
n
a
t
u
r
a
l
 law

s, then

everything becom
es clear and .w

e go forw
ard into the past to find

t
h
e
 
C
h
i
n
e
s
e
 
c
o
n
c
e
p
t
 
o
f
 
y
i
n
 
a
n
d
 
y
a
n
g
.

C
ertainly, m

y father's survival did not end w
ith his falling from

the sky. I v\iatched it take shape, even as it shaped m
e and m

y
w

orld. It began there, a m
an w

ith broken legs and broken arm
s

and broken feet and ribs, his nose stuck back on alm
ost as an after-

thought by a boy w
ho happened by as he w

as w
eeping. T

hen he
w

as packaged and shipped hom
e, (H

e told m
e that the m

ost fear-
som

e t1ight he'd ever had w
as not w

hen his w
ing w

as shot off. It
w

as the flight horne w
hen they encountered a thunderstorrn and

he sat w
atching the w

ings m
ake w

ild excursions up and dow
n,

em
piying the ashtrays oil that old D

C
-3,)

lIe picked him
self up and strove endlessly to grasp ihe w

orld in
w

hich he found him
sp.lf. 1 saw

 him
 rise from

 the grave and carn a

Ph.D
., find a job at a prestigious m

edical school, publish scientific
papers, send platoons of new

 doctors out the door to heal, and in
his spare tinie, learn to becom

e an excellent potter, to paint and
dra\v and sing and play piano, carve sculptures out of w

ood, build
m

odel planes, tinker together our first stereo set, and drive his
noisy fam

ily all over the continent in a 1956 V
olksw

agen bus look-
ing for adventure. I saw

 him
 constantly and hungrily grappling

w
ith his w

orld, trying everything, sam
pling everything, tasting

the w
orld, to understand, to feed his insatiable curiosity, even as he

T
H

E
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sat in darkness and peered through an electron m
icroscope at the

inner secrets of a cell.

W
e spent one w

hole sum
rner carving boom

erangs out of vari-
ous kinds of "w

od and studying the aerodynam
ics to explain w

hy
they returned instead of doing w

hat N
ew

ton said they'd do: keep

going.

H
e
 
w
a
s
 
t
h
e
 
o
n
l
y
 
m
a
n
 
I
 
k
n
e
w
 
w
h
o
'
d
 
r
e
a
d
 
F
i
n
n
e
g
a
n
s
 
W
a
k
e
 
f
r
o
m

cover to cover. H
e rem

inded m
e of the G

reat Santini, w
ho told his

son, "E
at L

ife, or L
ife w

ill eat you." In his Z
en fashion, m

y father
w

ould say, w
hen I did som

ething- inexplicably w
ild, "O

kay, but if
you break your leg, don't C

O
llie running to m

e."

I saw
 that catastrophe had not broken him

. H
e w

as the student
w

ho learned how
 to duck and therefore no longer needed sw

ords-
m

anship. A
dversity annealed him

. It gave him
 endless energy H

e
taught m

e the first rule of survival: to believe that anything is
possible,


