John Hersey
from Hiroshima
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through the general dust. He wondered how such extensive damage could have been dealt
out of a silent sky; even a few planes, far up, would have been audible. Houses nearby were
burning, and when huge drops of water the size of marbles began to fall, he half thought
that they must be coming from the hoses of firemen fighting the blazes. (They were actually
drops of condensed moisture falling from the turbulent tower of dust, heat, and fission frag-
ments that had already risen miles into the sky above Hiroshirma.)

Mr. Tanimoto turned away from the sight when he heard Mr. Matsuo call out to ask
whether he was all right. Mr. Matsuo had been safely cushioned within the falling house by
the bedding stored in the front hall and had worked his way out. Mr. Tanimoto scarcely an-
swered. He had thought of his wife and baby, his church, his home, his parishioners, all of
them down in that awful murk. Once more he began to run in fear—toward the city.

' o e @
Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura, the tailor’s widow, having struggled up from under the ruins of
‘her house after the explosion, and seeing Myeko, the youngest of her three-children, buried
breast-deep and unable to move, crawled across the debris, hauled at timbers, and flung tiles
aside, in a hurried effort to free the child. Then, from what seemed to be caverns far below,
she heard two small voices crying, “Tasukete! Tasukete! Help! Help!” ,

She called the names of her ten-year-old son and eight-year-old daughter: “Toshio!
Yaeko!” .

The voices from below answered.

Mis. Nakamura abandoned Myeko, who at least could breathe, and in a frenzy made
the wreckage fly above the crying voices. The children had been sleeping nearly ten feet
apart, but now their voices seemed to come from the same place. Toshio, the boy, apparently
had some freedom to move, because she could feel him undermining the pile of wood and
tiles as she worked from above. At last she saw his head, and she hastily pulled him out by
it. A mosquito net was wound intricately, asif it had been carefully wrapped, around his feet.
He said he had been blown right across the room and had been on top of his sister Yaeko
under the wreckage. She now said, from underneath, that she could not move, because there
was something on her legs. With a bit more digging, Mrs Nakamura cleared a hole above the
child and began to pull her arm. “Itai! It hurts!” Yacko cried. Mrs. Nakamura shouted,
“There’s no time now to say whether it hurts or not,” and yanked her whimpering daughter
up. Then she freed Myeko. The children were filthy and bruised, but none of them had a sin-
gle cut or scratch.

Mrs. Nakamura took the children out into the street. They had nothing on but under-
pants, and although the day was very hot, she worried rather confusedly about their being
cold, so she went back into the wreckage and burrowed underneath and found a bundle of
clothes she had packed for an emergency, and she dressed them in pants, blouses, shoes:
padded-cotton air-raid helmets called bokuzuki, and even, irrationally, overcoats. The chﬂ_‘
dren were silent, except for the five-year-old, Myeko, who kept asking questions: “Why is}t
night already? Why did our house fall down? What happened?” Mxs. Nakamura, who did
not know what had happened (had not the all-clear sounded?), looked around and saW
through the darkness that all the houses in her neighborhood had collapsed. The house next
door, which its owner had been tearing down to make way for a fire lane, was now very thor-
oughly, if crudely, torm down; its owner, who had been sacrificing his home for the com-
munity’s safety, lay dead. Mrs. Nakamoto, wife of the head of the local air-raid-defense
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her baby was badly cut; did Mrs. Nakamura have any bandzge? Mrs, Nakamura did not, but
she crawled into the remains of her house again and pulled out some white cloth that she
had been using in her work as a seamstress, ripped it into strips, and gave it to Mrs.
Nakamoto. While fetching the cloth, she noticed her sewing machine; she went back in for
itand dragged it out, Obviously, she could not carry it with her, so she unthinkingly plunged
her symbol of livelihood into the receptacle which for weeks had been her symbol of
safety—the cement tank of water in front of her house, of the type every household had
been ordered to'construct against a possible fire raid.

A nervous neighbor, Mrs. Hataya, called to Mrs. Nakamura to run away with her to'the
woods in Asano Park—an estate, by the Kyo River not far off, belonging to the wealthy:
Asano family, who once owned the Toyo Kisen Kaisha steamship line. The park had been

 designated as an evacuation area for their neighborhood. Seeing fire breaking out in a

nearby ruin (except at the very center, where the bomb itself ignited some fires, most of Hi-
roshima’s citywide conflagration was caused by inflammable wreckage falling on cook-
stoves and live wires), Mrs. Nakamura suggested going over to fight it. Mrs. Hataya said,
“Don’t be foolish. What if planes come and drop more bombs?” So Mrs. Nakamura started
out for Asano Park with her children and Mzs. Hataya, and she carried her rucksack of
emergency clothing, a blanket, an umbrella, and a suitcase of things she had cached in her
air-raid shelter. Under many ruins, as they hurried along, they heard muffled screams for
help. The only building they saw standing on their way to Asano Park was the Jesuit mission
house, alongside the Catholic kindergarten to which Mrs. Nakamura had sent Myeko for a
time. As they passed it, she saw Father Kleinsorge, in bloody underwear, running out of the
house with a small suitcase in his hand. )

s e e

Right after the explosion, while Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge, S. J., was wandering around in
his underwear in the vegetable garden, Father Superior LaSalle came around the cotner of
the building in the darkness. His body, especially his back, was bloody; the flash had made
him twist away from his window, and tiny pieces of glass had flown at him. Father Klein- -
sorge, still bewildered, managed to ask, “Where are the rest?” Just then, the two other priests
living in the mission house appeared—TFather Cieslik, unhurt, supporting Father Schiffer,
who was covered with blood that spurted from a cut above his left ear and who was very
pale. Father Cieslik was rather pleased with himself, for after the flash he had dived into a
doorway, which he had previously reckoned to be the safest place inside the building, and
when the blast came, he was not injured. Father LaSalle told Father Gieslik to take Father
Schiffer to a doctor before he bled to death, and suggested either Dr. Kanda, who lived on
the next corner, or Dr, Fujii, about six blocks away. The two men went out of the compound
and up the street,

. The daughter of Mr. Hoshijima, the mission catechist, ran up to Father Kleinsorge and
$aid that her mother and sister were buried under the ruins of their house, which was at the
back of the Jesuit compound, and at the same time the priests noticed that the house of the.
Ca(holic-kindergarten teacher at the front of the compound had collapsed on her. While Fa-
ther LaSalle and Mrs. Murata, the mission housekeeper, dug the teacher out, Father Klein-
Sorge went to the catechist’s fallen house and began lifting things off the top of the pile.

¢re was not a sound underneath; he was sure the Hoshijima women had been killed. At
lst, under what had been a corner of the kitchen. he ssw Mrs Finchifimae hond Rolisine
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“Did you know that a dead Marine costs eighteen thousand 'dollars?” he said. The
grunts all turned around and Jooked at us. They knew how the major had meant that be-
use they knew the major. They were just secing about me. )
“ The ryam stopped, and they left. Outside, the air was still cool, but heavy, too, as though
a terrible heat was coming on. The major and I stood by the tent and watched while an~F~4
flew nose-down, released its load against the base of a hill, le\{eled an.d flew upw?rd »agax;z
“I've been having this dream,” the major said. “I've had it two times now. I'min 2 big
examination room back at Quantico. They’re handing out qtleshonna.xpes for an aptitude
test. I take one and look at it, and the first question says, ‘How many kinds of animals can
u kill with your hands?” ) )
7 We coulg see rain falling in a sheet about a kilometer away. Judging by the wind, the.
jor gave it three minutes before it reached us.
- “Agfter the first tous, I'd have the goddamndest nightmares. You know, ths work's. B“loody
stuff, bad fights, guys dying, me dying . . . I thought they were the worst,” he said. “But I
sort of miss them now.”

f

Norman Mailer

from The Executioner’s Song

THE TURKEY SHOOT
1 ]

CORTED BY THB
IN THE MINIMUM SECURITY ROOM TO WHICH SCHILLER HAD BEEN ES ¢ ‘
guards were a lot of people he didn’t recognize. One by one, they ?vould pass in, ;;y I;?ti :3
look confused, take a folding chair and sit down, Nobody was ta!kmg to anyone else. <
not have the atmosphere of a funeral, but there was an utter and polite calm.

S
Then Toni Gurney walked in. For the first time, Larry saw somebody he could say hello-t6

and chatted with her. It was not so much that he was the man who broke the ice, but at le:
one conversation had begun, and soon a lot of people began to converse.

O ¥

After a while, Vern came over and pointed out a fellow Schiller had noticed, a ratherml:)’
looking man, wearing an obvious toupee, accompanied by two, severe—lookmi ':VO i
Schiller assumed the fellow was a mortician, but Vern said, “That’s the doctor who's goir

to take Gary’s eyes out”

Then Stanger came into the room and he was furious. Judge Bullock had Qelayed thi:::j;?
Now, Gary could be executed at any time during the day. “Would you'beheve tl;]at, e
Schiller could see that Stanger didn’t want Gary to be executed, and, in fact, when

PR
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ply not going to come down. Schiller heard someone in the corner say, “They may keep us
here three hours”

[ S

Just then a guard came running in from the back door and yelled some words over his shoul-
der. “Overturned;” he cried out. “It’s on.” At that moment, Stanger, for the first time, under-
stood that Gary Gilmore was going to be shot, It went through him like he had been kicked
in the chest. Then he felt chilled. It was an appalling sensation. The strangeness of the reac-
tion went all through him, For the first time in his life, Ron could feel the ends of his nerves,
His heart could have been caked in ice. he looked over at Schiller taking notes on the back

of some paper and thought, “Pm sure glad he’s recording all this, because I can’t even move.
Idor’t know if I can walk”

e

Then they started to transfer the guests. As they led him to the car, Stanger knew he must
look ready to throw up. He felt as close to death as breathing, and wondered if he were going
mad, because he would have bet a million Gary Gilmore would never be executed. It had

itall. It had been a play. He had seen himself as no more important than one more person
on the stage.

2

Outin the parking lot, the reporters were being awakened. There was a ot of banging on the
doors of vans, “The firing squad is coming,” someone shouted.

o e

Robert Sam Anson, covering it for New Times, was taking notes:

Once again, everyone is running. A hundred yards away, in Maximum, a police car, fol-
lowed by a van, has pulled close to the gate. Now Sam Smith strides toward the build-
ing, erect, determined, coatless, oblivious to the cold. At 7:47, a small party of people
emerges from the Maximum door; even at this distance, Gilmore can be seen quite dis-
tinctly. He is wearing white pants and a black T-shirt. . . . “It all looks pretty good,”
one of the guards comments. “All that'sleft now is the paperwork,” his partner answers,

With the appearance of Gilmore, the reporters become 2 mob, a herd spooked into
Stampede, Camera lights tilt crazily up into the air as their bearers struggle to shift them
into position. Producers are shouting orders. Directly in front of the prison building,
Geraldo Rivera, attired in black leather jacket and jeans and looking cool, the way only
Geraldo Rivera can look cool, is shouting into his mike, “Kill the Rona segment, Get rid

of it. Give me air. Youw'll be able to hear the shots, T promise. You'll be able to hear the
shots?

When Gary came out of Maximum Detention, he was escorted to the van and seated

nd the driver. Meersman sat next to him and then Warden Smith came in. and thres
"W guards. The van drave clauder.. 5t
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L 3

ey started, Gary reached in with both manacled hands to a pocket of Ifxs pants
ﬁj(:ggka:g:ayfolded piectr();f paper and put it o;;xis lm(-::l so Fhat he could look at it. It was
i of Nicole clipped from a magazine, and he stared at it. -
’ Plc;\/u'lrleex‘:g;il(c:liiier gf the van tumeg the key for the motor, the radio, havn?g been on be-
fore, now went on again. The tension in the van was sufficient that everyone ;umpec:llfii Theé]
the words of a song were heard. The driver kn{nediately reached dovim to turn the radio ol g,
but Garylooked up and said, “Please leave it on.” So they be‘gan to drxvc.e anr! thire was ani]usn:
coming from the radio. The words of the song told of the flight of a white bird. “Una p om
blanca,” went the refrain, “I'm just a bird in the sky. Una paloma blanca, over the mountam?
1fly”

o e Ny
The driver said again, “Would you like me to leave the radio on?” Agaif Gary said, "Yesﬁ’;ﬁi‘éi‘
“It’s a new day, it's a new way;” said the words, “and I fly up to the sun’ e

L ot

As they drove along slowly, and the song played, Father Meersman ‘noticed that Gary‘ni
longer looked at the picture, It was as if the words had become more important. wit

Once I had my share of losing,

Once they locked me on a chain, \

Yes, they tried to break my power,
Ob, I still can feel the pain,

No one spoke any longer and the song played through.

No one can take my freedom away,
Yes, no one can take my freedom away.

When it was done, they drove in silence and got out at the cannery, one by one, d’J'SC
barking in the way they had practiced in the ¢arly hours of the morning when these sth
prison guards had walked through the scene with a model standing in for Gar)‘n Nowg :
brought him into the cannery, very, very smoothly. Meersman felt that the practice had p:
big dividends.

Last nite I flew in my dream
like a white bird through the window . . .
Tonite { will tell my soul to fly me to you.
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uppermost thing in his mind, to be thinking ahead to the next step, so that even getting into
the van, there wouldn’t be any stumbling,

L

Ithad been beautifully planned, Father Meersman thought, Even to the care with which they
had arranged that as the vehicle with Gary Gilmore in it moved from Maximum to the can-
nery, all the traffic in the prison compound would stop with no vehicles moving while this
one vehicle made its way, so that for the Ppurposes of security, everything was protected. The
authorities had timed this transfer with a stopwatch whereby they knew as far as you can
humanly know how long it would take for the van to g0 to this corner and then to that cor-
ner, and Father Meersman had occupied himself so intensely in the logic of these steps that
he did not have a feeling he could really reflect on other than his paramount concern that
Gary Gilmore not be upset in any way through this whole thing. It was Gary Gilmore’s calm
frame of mind he wanted to carry through the procedure smoothly and have finished
smoothly, and on the flow of such quiet thoughts, his black wintertime coat wrapped
around him. Father Meersman arrived with the others at the cannery.

b ©
Now, it was important to make sure that the van be as close to the steps as possible. Gary
would be wearing shackles, and uppermost in Father Meersman’s mind was that he should

not have a long slow, painful walk. In fact, Father Meersman did not take his mind away
from the mechanics of these activities until the entire procedure had come to jts conclusion

&ecution and Gilmore was set in that chair. Then Father Meersman felt they were horhe,
and everything would go smoothly,

L 9

Noall Wootton left the Warden's office to walk over to the cannery. He was taking his time,
ith luck, it might all be over before he got there, but the Utah County Sheriff made a point

. of stopping to pick him up, and they drove to a door in a warehouse where the Assistant

Warden, Leon Hatch, waved Wootton in. It was a big room with gray cement-block walls.

£ That was o] he could see, for he went immediately to the rear. Noal] was struck with how
4 Many people were there. A Jot of huge guys were in front of him. Wootton couldn’t see a

ing. That was fine, He didn’t want to get in anybody’s way. He just stayed in the back with
¢ empty paint cans, the old tires, and the discarded machinery,

4

Outin Denver, Barl Dorius was wandering down the corridor when he noticed Jack Ford of
SLon the telephone. As soon as Jack came out of the booth, Earl inquired what was going

‘nat the prison, and heard that they were proceeding, and the car carrying Gilmore had just
Yached the cannery.
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forces should ask the junta to resign, D’Aubuisson says. He refuses to name a date for -
. the action, but says “March is, I think, a very interesting month.” He also calls for the
abandonment of the economic reforms. D’ Aubuisson had been accused of plotting to
overthrow the government on two previous occasions. Observers speculate that since
D’Aubuisson is able to hold the news conference and pass freely between Salvador and
Guatemala, he must enjoy considerable support among some sections of the
army. . . . 3/4/81: In San Salvador, the U.S. embassy is fired upon; no one is injured.
Chargé d’Affaires Frederic Chapin says, “This incident has all the hallmarks of a
D’Aubuisson operation. Let me state to you that we oppose coups and we have no in-
tention of being intimidated.” ' .
" —From the “Chronology of Events Related to Salvadoran Situation” prepared periodically
by the United States embassy in San Salvador,

Tom Wolfe
from The Right Stuff

YEAGER

ANYONE WHO TRAVELS VERY MUCH ON AIRLINES IN THE UNITED STATES SOON GETS TO
know the voice of the airline pilot . . . coming over the intercom . . . with a particular
drawl, a particular folksiness, a particular down-home calmness that is so exaggerated it be-
gins to parody itself (neverthelesst—it’s reassuring) . . . the voice that tells you, as the air-
liner is caught in thunderheads and goes bolting up and down a thousand feet at a single
gulp, to check your seat belts because “it might get a little choppy” . . . the voice that tells
you (on a flight from Phoenix preparing for its final approach into Kennedy Airport, New
York, just after dawn): “Now, folks,uh . . . thisisthecaptain . . . ummmm . . . We've
got a little ol’ red light up here on the control panel that’s tryin’ to tell us that the landin’
gearste not . . . uh . . . lockin’ into position when we lower ’em . . . Now . . . I
don’t believe that little ol’ red light knows what it’s talkin’ about—I believe it’s that little of
red light that iddn’ workin’ right” . . . faint chuckle, long pause, as if to say, I'm not ever
sure all this is really worth going into—still, it may amuseyou . . . “But . . . Iguesstoply
it by the rules, we oughta humor that little of light . . . so we’re gonna take her down t
about, oh, two or three hundred feet over the runway at Kennedy, and the folks down thfi“Y
on the ground are gonna see if they caint give us a visual inspection of those of’ landin
gears”—with which he is cbviously on intimate of'-buddy terms, s with every other work
ing part of this mighty ship—“and if P'm right . . . they’re gonna tell us everything is ¢
pacetic all the way aroun’ an’ we'll jes take her onin” . . . and, after a couple of low pass®
over the field, the voice returns: “Well, folks, those folks down there on the ground—it must
be too early for ’em or somethin'—I ’spect they still got the sleepersin their eyes . . . *caust
they say they caint tell if those ol’ landin’ gears are all the way down ornot . . . But,yo!
know, up here in the cockpit we're convinced they’re all the way down, so we're jes gong?
takeheronin . . . Andoh” . . . (Ialmostforgof) . . . “while we take a little swing ot

s

over the ocean an’ empty some of that surplus fuel we're not gonna be needin’ anymore’;
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what we call‘assumin’ the position™ . . . another faint chuckle (We do this so often, and it’
so much fun, we even have a funny little name forit) . . . and the stewardesses, a b)it Ti .
mer, by the looks of them, than that voice, start telling the passengers to take thei,r glassisu:f‘f
and take the‘ l.)allpoint pens and other sharp objects out of their pockets, and they show
them the position, with the head lowered . . . while down on the field at K’ennedy t})x,e lttl
yellow emergency trucks start roaring across the field—and even though in your poundin‘2
heart fmd your'sweating palms and your broiling brainpan you know this is a critical m(f
ment in your life, you still can’t quite bring yourself to believe it, because if it were
hov; dCZUId the captain, th’e man who knows the actual situation most intimately . . how
5?;1) ‘ 5: keep on drawlin’ and chucklin’ and driftin’ and lollygaggin’ in that particular voice
[ X i
ﬁght\:’ilcli. " :v(l;; e(ic;:xé; in;]v;;hat voice! And who can forget it!—even after he is proved
That particular voice may sound vaguely Southern or Southw it i i
cally Apptalac.hian in origin. It originate(gi inythe mountains of We:it;:éii‘ilz: lgnlst;xiezgjxi ’
country, in Pmcoln County, so far up in the hollows that, as the saying went, :'the had t
pipe in daylight.” In the late 1940’ and early 1950’ this up-hollow voice drifte,d dov)\:n fr .
on high, from over the high desert of California, down, down, down, from the upper reacgm
f’f the Brotherhood into all phases of American aviation. It was amazing. It waii’y aliocS
in reverse. Military pilots and then, soon, airline pilots, pilots from Maine and Mags:‘zzxd'm7
;:;ts ar}d the Dakotas and Oregon and everywhere else, began to talk in that poker-hollow
est Vlrguua. drawl, or as close to it as they could bend their native accents. It was the drawl
of the most righteous of all the possessors of the right stuff: Chuck Yeager.
Fran;’efg;r h?d started out as the equ%vaient, in the Second World War, of the legendary
vl ;.:r e o [;hi 27th Aero Squa.dron in thé First. Which is to say, he was the boon-docker,
ooy }'h om the back country, with only a high-school education, no credentials, no cachet
or polis| .of any sort, who took off the feed-store overalls and put on a uniform and climbed
into ;n airplane and lit up the skies over Europe.
feager grew up in Hamlin, West Virginia, a town on the Mud River not far from Ni
g:ll::;céne W}urlw'md, Salf Rock, Mud, Sod, Crum, Leet, Dollie, Ruth, and Alum Ci?ei];r{(i)s)
il aasd a fas driller (drilling for naturfxl gas in the coalfields), his older brother was a gas
194; a,t t}r: e wmfld have been a gas driller had he not enlisted in the Army Air Force in
sl e da(:ge ;)lf eighteen. In 1943, at twenty, he became a flight officer, i.e., a non-com who
in the oy r; | t0 fy, ;md went to England to fly fighter planes over France and Germany. Even
short ub of the war Yee.lget was sqmewhat puzzling to a lot of other pilots. He was a
seeméd . g', ut muscular lxttlfe guy with dark curly hair and a tough-looking face that
o T s fc'strangers) to be. saying: You"best not be lookin’ me in the eye, you peckerwood,
Zing v ur more holes in your nose.” But that wasn’t what was puzzling. What was puz-
o e wzy Yea.ger t:?lked. He seemed to talk with some older forms of English elocu-
Were; P);O alx, and conjugation that }}ad been Preserved uphollow in the Appalachians. There
With o }ID e L}xxp there who never said they dfsapproved of anything, they said: “I don’t hold
past tez~1sert1hte eoiies;nlt t;ni; t}xey wer,e wﬂlix:lg’ to help out, like anyone else; but in the
S ¥ only noiped. "H'it weren't nothin’ I hold with, but I holped him out with it,
. }{n hl§ first eight missions, at the age of twenty, Yeager shot down two German fighters.
1S ninth h_e was shot down over German-occupied French territary cffarime faL

Wosiee 1 v .
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and crookedly hung. There was an old piano that had been dried out and cracked to the poirit
of hopeless desiccation. On a good night a huddle of drunken aviators could be heard trying
to bang, slosh, and navigate their way through old Cole Porter tunes. On average nights the
tunes were not that good to start with. When the screen door banged and a man walked
through the door into the saloon, every eye in the place checked him out. If he wasn’t known
as somebody who had something to do with flying at Muroc, he would be eyed like some
lame goddamned mouseshit sheepherder from Shane.

The plane the Air Force wanted to break the sound barrier with was called the X-I at
the outset and later on simply the X-1. The Bell Aircraft Corporation had built it under an
Army contract. The core of the ship was a rocket of the type first developed by a young Navy
inventor, Robert Truax, during the war. The fuselage was shaped like a 50-caliber bullet—
an object that was known to go supersonic smoothly. Military pilots seldom drew major test
assignments; they went to highly paid civilians working for the aircraft corporations. The
prime pilot for the X-I was a man whom Bell regarded as the best of the breed. This man
looked like a movie star. He looked like a pilot from out of Hell’s Angels. And on top of every-
thing else there was his name: Slick Goodlin. ‘

The ideain testing the X-I was to nurse it carefully into the transonic zone, up toseven-
tenths, eight-tenths, nine-tenths the speed of sound (.7 Mach, .8 Mach, .9 Mach) before at-
tempting the speed of sound itself, Mach 1, even though Bell and the Army already knew the
X-1 had the rocket power to go to Mach 1 and beyond, if there was any beyond. The con-
sensus of aviators and engineers, after Geoffrey de Havilland’s death, was that the speed of
sound was an absolute, like the firmness of the earth. The sound barrier was a farm you
could buy in the sky. So Slick Goodlin began to probe the transonic zone in the X-1, going
up to .8 Mach. Every time he came down he'd hiave a riveting tale to tell. The buffeting, it
was 50 fierce—and the listeners, their imaginations aflame, could practically see poor Geof-
frey de Havilland disintegrating in midair. And the goddamned aerodynamics—and the lis-
teners got a picture of a man in ballroom pumps skidding across a sheet of ice, pursued by
bears. A controversy arose over just how much bonus Slick Goodlin should receive for as-
saulting the dread Mach 1 itself. Bonuses for contract test pilots were not unusual; but the
figure of $150,000 was now bruited about. The Army balked, and Yeager got the job. He took
it for $283 a month, or $3,396 a year; which is to say, his regular Army captain’s pay.

The only trouble they had with Yeager was in holding him back. On his first powered
flight in the X-I he immediately executed an unauthorized zero-g roll with a full load of
rocket fuel, then stood the ship on its tail and went up to .85 Mach in a vertical climb, also
unauthorized. On subsequent flights, at speeds between .85 Mach and .9 Mach, Yeager ran
into most known airfoil problems—loss of elevator, aileron, and rudder control, heavy trim
pressures, Dutch rolls, pitching and buffeting, the lot—yet was convinced, after edging over
.9 Mach, that this would all get better, not worse, as you reached Mach 1. The attempt t0
push beyond Mach 1—“breaking the sound barrier”—was set for October 14, 1947. Not
being an engineer, Yeager didn't believe the “barrier” existed. )

October 14 was a Tuesday. On Sunday evening, October 12, Chuck Yeager dropped n
at Pancho’s along with his wife. She was a brunette named Glennis, whom he had met it
California while he was in training, and she was such a number, so striking, he had the in-
scription “Glamorous Glennis” written on the nose of his P-51 in Europe and, just a few

weeks back, on the X-1 itself. Yeager didn’t go to.Pancho’s and knock back a few because two .

days later the big test was coming up. Nor did he knock back a few because it was the week-
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keeping with the military tradition of Flying & Drinking, that was what you did, for no
other reason than that the sun had gone down. You went to Pancho’s and knocked back a
few and listened to the screen doors banging and to other aviators torturing the piano and
the nation’s repertoire of Familiar Favorites and to lonesome mouse-turd strangers wan-
dering in through the banging doors and to Pancho classifying the whole bunch of them as
old bastards and miserable peckerwoods. That was what you did if you were a pilot at Muroc
and the sun went down. :

So about eleven Yeager got the idea that it would be a hell of a kick if he and Glennis
saddled up a couple of Pancho’s dude-ranch horses and went for a romp, a little rat race, in
the moonlight. This was in keeping with the military tradition of Flying & Drinking and
Drinking & Driving, except that this was prehistoric Muroc and you rode horses. So Yeager
and his wife set off on a little proficiency run at full gallop through the desert in the moon-
light amid the arthritic silhouettes of the Joshua trees. Then they start racing back to the
corral, with Yeager in the lead and heading for the gateway. Given the prevailing conditions,
it being nighttime, at Pancho’s, and his head being filled with a black sandstorm of many
badly bawled songs and vulcanized oaths, he sees too late that the gate has been closed. Like
many a hard-driving midnight pilot before him, he does not realize that he is not equally
gifted in the control of all forms of locomotion. He and the horse hit the gate, and he goes
flying off and lands on his right side. His side hurts like hell.

The next day, Monday; his side still hurts like hell. It hurts every time he moves. It hurts
every time he breathes deep. It hurts every time he moves his right arm. He knows that if he
goes to a doctor at Muroc or says anything to anybody even remotely connected with his su-
petiors, he will be scrubbed from the flight on Tuesday. They might even go so far as to put
some other miserable peckerwood in his place. So he gets on his motorcycle, an old junker
that Pancho had given him, and rides over to see a doctor in the town of Rosamond, near
where he lives. Every time the goddamned motorcycle hits a pebble in the road, his side
hurts like a sonofabitch. The doctor in Rosamond informs him he has two broken ribs and
he tapes them up and tells him that if he'll just keep his right arm immobilized for a couple
of weeks and avoid any physical exertion or sudden movements, he should be all right.

Yeager gets up before daybreak on Tuesday morning—which is supposed to be the day
he tries to break the sound barrier—and his ribs still hurt like a sonofabitch. He getshiswife
to drive him over to the field, and he has to keep his right arm pinned down to his side to
keep his ribs from hurting so much. At dawn, on the day of a flight, you could hear the X-1
screaming long before you got there. The fuel for the X-I was alcohol and liquid oxygen,
oxygen converted from a gas to a liquid by lowering its temperature to 297 degrees below
2eto. And when the lox, as it was called, rolled out of the hoses and into the belly of the X-
Lit started boiling off and the X-I started steaming and screaming like a teakettle. There’s
quite a crowd on hand, by Murocstandards . . . perhaps nine or ten souls. They're still fu-
eling the X-I with the lox, and the beast is wailing.

The X-I looked like a fat orange swallow with white markings. But it was really just a
length of pipe with four rocket chambers in it. It had a tiny cockpit and a needle nose, two
little straight blades (only three and a half inches thick at the thickest part) for wings, and a
tail assembly set up high to avoid the “sonic wash” from the wings. Even though his side was
throbbing and his right arm felt practically useless, Yeager figured he could grit his teeth and
get through the flight—except for one specific move he had to make. In the rocket launches,
he X-1, which held only two and a half minutes’ worth of fuel, was carried un to twentv-siv
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der from the bomb bay of the B-29 to the open doorway of the X-1, hook up to the oxygen:’

system and the radio microphone and earphones, and put his crash helmet on and prepare,
for the launch, which would come at twenty-five thousand feet. This helmet was a home-
made number. There had never been any such thing as a crash helmet before, except in stunt.
flying. Throughout the war pilots had used the old skin-tight leather helmet-and-goggles.
But the X-1 had a way of throwing the pilot around so violently that there was danger of get-:
ting knocked out against the walls of the cockpit. So Yeager had bought a big leather foot-
ball helmet—there were no plastic ones at the time—and he butchered it with a hunting
knife until he carved the right kind of holes in it, so that it would fit down over his regular
flying helmet and the earphones and the oxygen rig. Anyway, then his flight engineer, Jack
Ridley, would climb down the ladder, out in the breeze, and shove into place the cockpit
door, which had to be lowered out of the belly of the B-29 ona chain. Then Yeager had to.
push a handle to lock the door airtight. Since the X-T's cockpit was miriute, you had to push
the handle with your right hand. It took quite a shove. There was no way you could move
into position to get enough leverage with your left hand. ’ -

Out in the hangar Yeager makes a few test shoves on the sly, and the pain is so incred-
ible he realizes that there is no way a man with two broken ribs is going to get the door
closed. It is time to confide in somebody, and the logical man is Jack Ridley. Ridley is not
only the flight engineer but a pilot himself and a good old boy from Oklahoma to boot. He
will understand about Flying & Drinking and Drinking & Driving through the goddamned
Joshua trees. So Yeager takes Ridley off to the side in the tin hangar and says: Jack, I got me
a little ol problem here. Over at Pancho’s the other night I sorta . . . dinged my god
damned ribs. Ridley says, Whattya mean . . . dinged? Yeager says, Well, I guess you might
sayl damned nearliketo . . . broke a coupla the sonsabitches. Whereupon Yeager sketches
out the problem he foresees.

Not for nothing is Ridley the engineer on this project. He has an inspiration. He tellsa
janitor named Sam to cut him about nine inches off a broom handle. When nobody’s look-
ing, he slips the broomstick into the cockpit of the X-I and gives Yeager a little advice and
counsel. :

So with that added bit of supersonic flight gear Yeager went aloft.

At seven thousand feet he climbed down the ladder into the X-I's cockpit, clipped on
his hoses and lines, and managed to pull the pumpkin football helmet over his head. Then
Ridley came down the ladder and lowered the door into place. As Ridley had instructed, Yea-
ger now took the nine inches of broomstick and slipped it between the handle and the door.
This gave him just enough mechanical advantage to reach over with his left hand and whang
the thing shut. So he whanged the door shut with Ridley’s broomstick and was ready to fly.

At 26,000 feet the B-29 went into a shallow dive, then pulled up and released Yeager and
the X-I as if it were 2 bomb. Like a bomb it dropped and shot forward (at the speed of the
mother ship) at the same time. Yeager had been Jaunched straight into the sun. It seemed t0
be no more than six feet in front of him, filling up the sky and blinding him. But he man-
aged to get his bearings and set off the four rocket chambers one after the other. He then ex-
perienced something that became known as the ultimate sensation in flying: “booming and
zooming.” The surge of the rockets was so tremendous, forced him back into his seat s vi-
olently, he could hardly move his hands forward the few inches necessary to reach the con-
trols. The X-I seemed to shoot straight up in an absolutely perpendicular trajectory, as if de-

- 47 F e to4ln eanet Alvoct santa nacsihle Tn fact. he was only
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On the ground the engineers could no longer see Yeager. They could only hear . . .
that poker-hollow West Virginia drawl.

“Had a mild buffet there . . . jes the usual instability . . ”

Jes the usual instability?

Then the X-I reached the speed of .96 Mach, and that incredible caint-hardlyin’ aw-
shuckin'drawl said:

“Say, Ridley . . . make a note here, will ya?” (if you air’t got nothin’ better to do)“. . .
elevator effectiveness re-gained.”

Just as Yeager had predicted, as the X-1 approached Mach 1, the stability improved. Yea-
ger had his eyes pinned on the machometer. The needle reached .96, fluctuated, and went
off the scale.

And on the ground they heard . . . that voice:

“Say, Ridley . . . make another note, will ya?” (if you air’t too boredyet) “. . . there’s
somethin® wrong with this ol’ machometer . . 7 (faint chuckle) * . . it's gone kinda
screwyonme . .

And in that moment, on the ground, they heard a boom rock over the desert floor—
just as the physicist Theodore von Kérm4n had predicted many years before.

Then they heard Ridley back in the B-29: “If it is, Chuck, we'll fix it. Personally I think
you're seeing things.”

Then they heard Yeager’s poker-hollow drawl again:

“Well, I guess T am, Jack . . . And P'm still goin’ upstairs like a bat”

The X-I had gone through “the sonic wall” without so much as a bump. As the speed
topped out at Mach 1.05, Yeager had the sensation of shooting straight through the top of
the sky. The sky turned a deep purple and all at once the stars and the moon came out-—and
the sun shone at the sarne time. He had reached a layer of the upper atmosphere where the
air was too thin to contain reflecting dust particles. He was simply looking out into space.
As the X-I nosed over at the top of the climb, Yeager now had seven minutes of . . . Pilot
Heaven . . . ahead of him. He was going faster than any man in history, and it was almost
silent up here, since he had exhausted his rocket fuel, and he was so high in such a vast space
that there was no sensation of motion. He was master of the sky. His was a king’s solitude,
unique and inviolate, above the dome of the world. It would take him seven minutes to glide
back down and land at Muroc. He spent the time doing victory rolls and wing-over-wing
aerobatics while Rogers Lake and the High Sierras spun around below.

- 4

On the ground they had understood the code as soon as they heard Yeager’s little exchange
with Ridley. The project was secret, but the radio exchanges could be picked up by anyone
within range. The business of the “screwy machometer” was Yeager’s deadpan way of an-
nouncing that the X-I’s instruments indicated Mach 1. As soon as he landed, they checked
out the X-I’s automatic recording instruments. Without any doubt the ship had gone su-
personic. They immediately called the brass at Wright Field to break the tremendous news.
Within two hours Wright Field called back and gave some firm orders. A top security lid was
AbCing put on the morning’s events. That the press was not to be informed went without say-
ing. But neither was anyone else, anyone at all, to be told. Word of the flight was not to go
beyond the flight line. And even among the people directly involved—who were there and
}(new about it, anyway—there was to be no celebrating. Just what was on the minds of the
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