


foot-diameter metal ring packed with
electronics that will transmit informa-
tion about the Minuteman's perfor-
mance to receivers along the Califor-
nia coast.

The other major addition is the de-
struct package. If the Minuteman strays
off course, two mission flight control
officers, Captain Richard Boltz and Ma-
jor Jeffery Hetrick, will send a radio sig-
nal that detonates explosives lining the

issile. The missile’s course is dis-
played on a monitor as a red line. If the
missile deviates from the red line, Boltz
and Hetrick have to decide its fate with-
in four seconds; if they wait any longer,
debris could fall beyond the safety zone.
“Like any other operation where you're
in a life-and-death situation, time slows
down on you,” says Hetrick. “It starts
to compress,”

The two men wear shoulder patch-
es depicting a leering red creature grab-
bing a rocket, with the slogan “Track
'em or crack ‘'em.” But it's a decision
they don't relish. At Vandenberg in June
1993, a Minuteman turned in the wrong
direction two seconds after launch, force-
ing launch control officers to destroy

After years spent on alert in
undergrownd launch centers, Walter
Jimenez (forcground) and Wil Jackson
get their first opportunity to lawnch a
missile. All goes well as the
Minuteman bursts out of its silo at
714 a.m. and punches through a layver
of fog blanketing the California coast.
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it. Unfortunately, the fiery debris set
off a brushfire that burned 1,000 acres.
“As soon as that vehicle comes out of
the hole, you don't know whether it's
going to go the right way or not,” says
Boltz. “Ninety-seven percent of the time
they do, but it's the three percent that
don’t that you have to be ready for.”
Out in the missile alert facility, which
is located a few miles away from the
building where Boltz and Hetrick are
stationed, Jackson and Jimenez settle
in for the countdown. Says Jimenez:
“You're going through the same pro-
cedures in taking care of the missile,
but [during a test] you always have the
sense of relief in the back of your head
that if something breaks down, it's a
big deal, but it's not as life-threatening
as if you had a nuclear weapon out there.”
The facility is like a submarine: long,
narrow, and fluorescent. About 20 min-
utes before launch, Jimenez struggles
to change a console panel that was in-

A pretty postlaunch phenomenon is the
refraction of sunlight through the
Minuteman's exhaust contrails

(above). The exhaust also creates a
messy job for two technicians, who

must remove gobs of burnt insulation to
get the seaside silo ready for the next
launch (right).
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stalled too tightly, while Jackson talks
to the command post via a black cold
war-vintage dial telephone. Three miles
north in a seaside silo, the missile awaits
the signal to launch.

At 6:55 a.m. the crew receives word
from one of Struckman’s support staff
at the command post that the launch is
on hold because of concerns about the
strength of the telemetry signal. Holds

are routine, but this one
comes after the Min-
uteman’s batteries have
already been activated.
Onee turned on, the bat-
teries can't be turned
off. If the launch doesn't
happen before the bat-
teries lose power, it will
have (o be delayed three
days while maintenance
workers replace them.
And alonger delay could
mean that Jackson and
Jimenez might have to
return to regular duty,
losing their chance to
launch.

But having verified
that everything is work-
ing, Struckman orders
the count to resume. At
7:14 Jimenez and Jack-
son turn and release
their keys.

The missile's rocket motors fire 30
seconds later. There's a quick burst of
orange, then a brighter flash as the Min-
uteman I1I rises for a few seconds be-
fore being engulfed by a fog bank. Be-
cause of the distance, it takes about 15
seconds after the flash for the missile's
roar 1o wash over the site.

Boltz and Hetrick won't be doing any
cracking today. The big green monster
has punctured the fog bank's ceiling
and accelerated through the blue momn-
ing sky, pushing toward its peak speed
of 15,000 mph. Stage separation goes
smoothly, and five minutes after launch,
the three disarmed warheads deploy
well above the atmosphere (the exact
altitude is classified). Then, glowing
brightly from the heat of reentry, they
continue arcing toward the South Pa-
cific for another 25 minutes before fi-
nally splashing down 4,800 miles from
Vandenberg.

Later, Jimenez and Jackson stop by
the missile alert facility in between
preparations for the long drive back to
Malmstrom. Even as they accept con-
gratulations for their work, the mission
feels somewhat unreal. They're e:
to see the launch video. “You're r
not thinking it's going,” says Jimenez.
“You put your hand on the key, like
you're trained, and turn it. Then it’s like:
Okay, what happened?” —




