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Ingress

THE JET FEELS STABLE and rock-solid at 330 knots. The A-10’s control stick is very responsive at 
this speed, and I can command the slightest bank, climb, or dive with just a vague hint of pressure in 
my right hand. Stark, rocky ridges to our left and right act like a funnel, guiding our flight down into a 
wide valley. It’s deep enough that the morning light has barely begun to penetrate it. Dark shadows 
hide the details of the peaks on our right.

We’re low. Very low. The ground is rushing past, just a couple hundred feet underneath the belly of 
the plane. It takes most of my attention to fly this way. An uncorrected descent, caused by just a 
moment’s distraction, would result in a spectacular rolling fireball across the rocks and scrub 
vegetation that dot the valley floor. By regulation, I’m actually a bit too low, but at least down here, 
we’re less likely to be seen on the enemy’s radar.

I manage to rationalize the low altitude on an entirely different level, too. I’m having so much 
visceral fun, I’m able to justify the guilty pleasure of continuing to do it for a while longer.

My wingman, disciplined professional that he is, has moved into perfect position, three thousand 
feet to my left. He’s also low, and he’s probably cussing under his breath because I’m putting him in 
the weeds. In some ways, he’s got a tougher job than I do because he has to watch both my airplane and
the ground ahead of him. I know that right now, his head is swiveling back and forth, checking his 
twelve o’clock position, then looking at me. Then back out the front again. And back at me. He’s 
working hard to stay alive, but he’s not complaining.

There’s some turbulence rolling off the nearby mountain ridges, and it pounds my airplane with a 
quick, sledgehammer blow. I’m briefly lifted out of my seat, tight against the straps.

Enough of this. Time to climb a bit.
I pull up ever so slightly and gain a hundred feet of altitude almost instantly. My wingman follows. 

The extra altitude will allow us to spend more time looking around for enemy airplanes and missiles 
instead of fixating on the ground ahead. I glance at the Waypoint Distance indicator displayed in front 
of me on the angled glass of the head-up display (HUD) mounted on top of my instrument panel. It 
shows seven miles to the initial point (IP), the start of our attack run.

Kato is my wingman today. He and I have switched roles for this mission. Normally, I’m a 
wingman, but I’ve been preparing to upgrade to Flight Lead, and Kato has graciously allowed me to 
lead today’s flight. He’s trusting me to run the whole show. If we don’t find and destroy the target, it’ll 
be entirely my fault. I’m loving the challenge.

I glance at the elapsed-time clock, then at the map in my left hand. We should be crossing an 
unpaved road in exactly fifteen seconds. I look ahead and see a dirt road winding its way down into the 
valley from the ridgeline on the left. We cross the road five seconds late. Normally, I would try to 
correct a five-second error, but the road cuts our flight path diagonally, which means we might have a 
left/right course error, not a timing error. I ignore the late waypoint and remind myself to check the 
timing at the IP.

Our target, an enemy command vehicle, is supposed to be located 7.5 miles from the IP, on a 
heading of 080 degrees. I do some quick math. Our groundspeed is 5.5 miles per minute, almost 11 
seconds per mile. So our IP-to-target run will be about 1 minute and 22 seconds long. Our action point, 
the place where we’ll abruptly turn and climb in order to position ourselves to drop the bombs, will be 
two miles, or about 22 seconds, before the target. Therefore, exactly one minute after the IP, I will 
“action” to my right.

I slide the microphone button under my left thumb to the “up” position and say, “Bullet, wedge, 



fence-in.”
Kato immediately responds. His airplane aggressively flicks away from me, then settles into a 

“wedge” position about a mile behind and to the left of me. This will allow him to cover me as I attack 
the target. It will also keep him out of the blast pattern from my bombs as he makes his attack run 
behind me. He’ll drop his bombs on a nearby troop bunker.

We’re in enemy territory now—across the “fence”—and our Fence Check will prepare our airplanes 
for what’s to come. I reach down and move the master arm switch to “Arm.” I’ve already selected the 
under-wing pylon stations from which I want the bombs to drop and specified which of the bombs’ 
fuzes will activate when they fall. The green “Ready” lights on the armament panel now tell me the 
bombs will drop as soon as I push and hold the red button under my right thumb.

The IP today is the intersection of a road and a railroad track. I see it two miles early and correct my 
heading a few degrees in order to fly directly over it. We’re right on time. Over the IP, I punch the 
“hack” button on my clock, starting a timer, and press the mic button again.

“Bullet One’s departing the IP. Hack.”
Kato acknowledges me just like a good wingman, or Number Two, should.
“Two.”
I turn the plane to a heading of 080 degrees and review what I expect to see as I roll in on the target: 

a squat, tan-and-green truck on the west side of a clearing, next to a north-south dirt road.
The clock’s second hand sweeps around toward the one-minute mark. I make a final check of my 

engine instruments, fuel gauges, and, most importantly, weapons-arming panel. It would be a shame to 
screw up the attack run by missing a critical switch setting. Everything is as it should be. The jet hums. 
The sun is within minutes of peeking over the mountains.

One minute. Bam. I slam the stick to the side, pull the airplane forty-five degrees to the right, roll 
level again, pause a moment, then zoom-climb the airplane at a thirty-degree angle. There’s an instant 
sunrise as I cause the sun to abruptly bloom over the ridgeline.

This climbing maneuver, called a “pop-up,” is our best method of performing a sneak attack, and it 
also positions the plane for a shallow dive-bomb pass. As the plane climbs, I stare intently out the left 
side of the canopy, looking for the road, the clearing, and, ultimately, the truck.

There it is. A quick glance at the altimeter and airspeed indicator verifies I’m on track. At 3,500 feet,
I roll to the left, nearly upside down, then pull the nose down toward the clearing. I’ve got to hand it to 
the enemy. The truck is well camouflaged—merely a subtle dot on the brown landscape over my head
—but it’s about to die.

I roll back upright, check my dive angle, and fly the aiming mark, or “pipper,” on my HUD to a 
specific point short of the truck. Now in a thirty-degree dive, I wait for 2,300 feet, my release altitude. 
The pipper meets the truck at the same instant I pass 2,300 feet. I push the red button under my right 
thumb and feel a definitive “clunk” from underneath the plane as a pair of 500-pound bombs falls 
away.

I level out momentarily, then roll and dive for the deck. The bad guys are going to be very pissed off
in just a few seconds, and they’ll probably start shooting at me. As I head toward the cover of a nearby 
hill, I jink aggressively, throwing the airplane around in an unpredictable way to foil their aim. For 
good measure, I fire off a couple of red-hot flares to fool any infrared missiles they might shoot at me.

Kato is just beginning his pop-up maneuver when my bombs detonate, scattering molten pieces of 
the truck across the clearing. He has the wherewithal to actually score my bomb pass as he’s setting up 
for his own. I hear him yell an A-10 pilot’s favorite words: “Shack, Lead!” A direct hit.

His bombs are equally accurate, and he safely evades the streams of tracers now arcing into the sky 
from a nearby anti-aircraft gun.

We’ll return later in the day to take care of that menace, but for now, we’ve successfully achieved 
our goal. The enemy’s command vehicle is in flaming pieces, which means their command structure is 
weakened, and we’re that much closer to winning the war.



We head for home. It’s a beautiful day to be alive.

* * * * *

The bombs are real, and so are the dangers of maneuvering low and fast up a valley in an Air Force 
attack jet. If the enemy antiaircraft fire had been real, this would have been a hell of a day. However, 
Kato and I are in Alaska, participating in aerial war games. We’re far from our homes in England, but 
we’re at home here in this rugged landscape. This kind of flying is what A-10 pilots live for.

This day’s events, and thousands like them, have been repeated at countless locations around the 
world for decades, by generations of military pilots.

Kato and I have never dropped a bomb in anger on a real enemy, but training exercises like this have
prepared us for the task if we’re ever called upon to do so.

In our innocence, we have no idea how soon that will be.
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